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CHAPTER 


1 


“We should eat them now, before they die and go bad,” a gruff voice 
said. 

Richard was only distantly aware of the low buzz of voices. Still 
only half conscious, he wasn’t able to figure out who was talking, 
much less make sense of what they were talking about, but he was 
aware enough to be disturbed by their predatory tone. 

“T think we should trade them,” a second man said as he tightened 
the knot in the rope he had looped around Richard’s ankles. 

“Trade them?” the first asked in a heated voice. “Look at the bloody 
blankets they were wrapped in and the blood all over the floor of the 
wagon. They’d likely die before we could ever trade them, and then 
they’d go to waste. Besides, how could we carry them both? The 
horses for their soldiers and the wagon are all gone, along with 
anything else of value.” 

The second man let out an unhappy sigh. “Then we should eat the 
big one before anyone else shows up. We could carry the smaller one 
easier and then trade her.” 

“Or save her and eat her later.” 

“We'd be better off trading her. When else would we ever get a 
chance like this to get as much as she would fetch?” 

As the two men argued, Richard tried to reach out to the side to 
touch Kahlan lying close up against him, but he couldn’t. He realized 
that his wrists were bound tightly together with a coarse rope. He 
instead pushed at her with his elbow. She didn’t respond. 

Richard knew that he needed to do something, but he also knew 
that he would first need to summon not just his senses, but his 
strength, or he would have no chance. He felt worse than weak. He 
felt feverish with an inner sickness that had not only drained his 
strength but left his mind in a numb fog. 

He lifted his head a little and squinted in the dim light, trying to 
see, trying to get his bearings, but he couldn’t really make out much 
of anything. When his head pushed up against something, he realized 
that he and Kahlan were covered with a stiff tarp. Out under the 
bottom edge he could see a pair of vague, dark silhouettes at the end 
of the wagon beyond his feet. One man stepped closer and lifted the 


bottom of the tarp while the other looped a rope around Kahlan’s 
ankles and tied it tight, the way they had done with Richard. 

Through that opening Richard could see that it was night. The full 
moon was up, but its light had a muted quality to it that told him the 
sky was overcast. A slow drizzle drifted through the still air. Beyond 
the two figures a murky wall of spruce trees rose up out of sight. 

Kahlan didn’t move when Richard pushed his elbow a little more 
forcefully against her ribs. Her hands, like his, lay nested at her belt 
line. His worry about what might be wrong with her had him 
struggling to gather his senses. He could see that she was at least 
breathing, although each slow breath was shallow. 

As he gradually regained consciousness, Richard realized that 
besides feeling weak with fever of some sort, he hurt all over from 
hundreds of small wounds. Some of them still oozed blood. He could 
see that Kahlan was covered with the same kinds of cuts and puncture 
wounds. Her clothes were soaked in blood. 

But it was not only the blood on the two of them that worried him. 
Damp air rolling in under the tarp carried an even heavier smell of 
blood from out beyond the men. There had been people with them, 
people who had come to help them. His level of alarm rose past his 
ability to gather his strength. 

Richard could feel the lingering effects of being healed, and he 
recognized the shadowy touch of the woman who had been healing 
him, but since he still ached from cuts and bruises, he knew that while 
the healing had been started, it hadn’t gone beyond that start, much 
less been completed. 

He wondered why. 

On his other side, the side away from Kahlan, he heard something 
dragged across the floor of the wagon. 

“Look at this,” the man with the gruff voice said as he pulled it out. 
For the first time, Richard could see the size of the man’s muscled 
arms as he reached in and lifted the object he had dragged closer. 

The other man let out a low whistle. “How could they have missed 
that? For that matter, how could they have missed these two?” 

The bigger man glanced around. “Messy as everything looks, it must 
have been the Shun-tuk.” 

The other’s voice lowered with sudden concern. “Shun-tuk? You 
really think so?” 

“From what I know of their ways, I’d say it was them.” 

“What would the Shun-tuk be doing out here?” 

The big man leaned toward his companion. “Same as us. Hunting 
for those with souls.” 

“This far from their homeland? That seems unlikely.” 

“With the barrier wall now breached, what better place to hunt for 


people with souls? The Shun-tuk would go anywhere, do anything, to 
find such people. Same as us.” He lifted an arm around in a quick 
gesture. “We came out to hunt these new lands, didn’t we? So would 
the Shun-tuk.” 

“But they have a vast domain. Are you sure they would venture 
out?” 

“Their domain may be vast and they may be powerful, but the thing 
they want most they don’t have. With the barrier wall breached they 
can hunt for it, now, the same as us, the same as others.” 

The other man’s gaze darted about. “Even so, their domain is 
distant. Do you really think it could be them? This far out from their 
homeland?” 

“[’ve never encountered the Shun-tuk myself, and I hope not to.” 
The big man raked his thick fingers back through his wet, stringy hair 
as he scanned the dark line of trees. “But I’ve heard that they hunt 
other half people just for the practice until they can find those with 
souls. 

“This looks like their way. They usually hunt at night. With prey 
out in the open like this, they strike fast and hard with overwhelming 
numbers. Before anyone has time to see them coming, or to react, it’s 
over. They usually eat some of those they fall upon, but they take 
most for later.” 

“Then what about these two? Why would they leave them?” 

“They wouldn’t. In their rush to eat some of those they captured 
and to take the rest back with them, they must have missed these two 
hidden under the tarp.” 

The smaller man picked at a splinter at the end of the wagon bed 
for a moment as he carefully scanned the countryside. “I hear it told 
that Shun-tuk often come back to check for returning stragglers.” 

“You heard true.” 

“Then we should be away from here in case they come back. Once 
they are overcome with the blood lust, they would devour us without 
hesitation.” 

Richard felt powerful fingers grip his ankle. “I thought you wanted 
to eat this one before he dies and his soul can leave him.” 

The other man took hold of Richard’s other ankle. “Maybe we 
should take him to a safe place, first, where the Shun-tuk wouldn’t be 
so likely to come across us and interfere. I would hate to be surprised 
once we get started. We can get a good price for the other. There be 
those who would pay anything for one with a soul. Even the Shun-tuk 
would bargain for such a person.” 

“That’s a dangerous idea.” He thought it over briefly. “But you’re 
right, the Shun-tuk would pay a fortune.” The wolfish hunger was 
back in the bigger man’s voice. “This one, though, is mine.” 


“There’s plenty for both of us.” 

The other grunted. He seemed already lost in private cravings. “But 
only one soul.” 

“Tt belongs to the one who devours it.” 

“Enough talk,” the big man growled. “I want at him.” 

As Richard was dragged out of the wagon, he was still struggling to 
gather his wits in order to make some kind of sense of the strange 
things he was hearing. He remembered well the warnings about the 
dangers of the Dark Lands. He was aware enough to realize that for 
the moment his life depended on not letting the two men know that 
he was beginning to come around. 

As he was swiftly dragged by his ankles clear of the wagon bed, his 
upper body dropped to the ground. Even though he tried to round his 
shoulders, with his hands tied he couldn’t use them or his arms 
effectively to keep his head from whacking the rocky ground. The 
pain was shockingly sharp, followed by an enveloping, inviting 
blackness that he knew would be fatal if he couldn’t fight it off. 

He focused on the surroundings, looking for an escape route, to try 
to keep his mind engaged. From what he was able to see in the murky 
moonlight, the wagon sat alone and desolate in the wilderness. The 
horses were gone. 

While he didn’t see anyone else about, he did spot bones nearby. 
The bones were not bleached by weather, but stained dark with dried 
blood and bits of flesh. He could see gouges where teeth tried to 
scrape every bit of tissue from the bones. 

The bones were human. 

He recognized, too, shreds of uniforms. They were the uniforms of 
the First File, his personal bodyguards. Some of them, at least, had 
apparently given their lives defending Richard and Kahlan. 

The smaller man still had hold of Richard’s ankle, apparently 
unwilling to let go of his prize. The other man stood to the side, 
looking at the thing he had pulled across the floor and out of the 
wagon. 

Richard realized that it was his sword. 

The man holding the sword pulled Kahlan partway out from under 
the tarp. Her lower legs bent at the knees and swung lifelessly from 
the end of the wagon bed. 

While the man was distracted looking at her, Richard used the 
opportunity to sit up and lunge, trying to snatch his sword. The man 
yanked it back out of the way before Richard could get his fingers 
around the hilt. With his hands and feet tied, he hadn’t been free 
enough to grab it in time. 

Both men stepped back. They hadn’t thought he was conscious. 
Richard had lost the advantage of surprise and gained nothing in 


return. 

In reaction to seeing him awake, both men decided not to waste any 
more time. Snarling like hungry wolves, they descended on him, 
attacking him like animals in a feeding frenzy. The situation was so 
bizarre that it was difficult to believe. 

The smaller of the two pulled Richard’s shirt open. Richard could 
see a glaze of ferocious savagery in the man’s eyes. The bigger one, 
teeth bared with a feral fury, dove straight for the side of Richard’s 
neck. Richard reflexively drew his shoulder up, deflecting the lunge at 
the last instant. In protecting his exposed neck, the move instead 
presented his shoulder to the attack. 

Richard screamed out in pain as teeth sank into his upper arm. He 
knew that he had to do something, and do it quick. 

He could think of only one thing: his gift. He mentally reached 
down deep within, desperately summoning deadly forces, urgently 
calling on the power that was his birthright. 

Nothing happened. 

With his level of anger and desperation, along with his fear for 
Kahlan, the essentials were there for his gift to respond. In the past it 
had answered such critical need. The power of it should have come 
roaring forth. 

It was as if there was no gift there to summon. 

Unable to call it forth, with his wrists and ankles bound, he had no 
effective way to fight off the two men. 
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Frustrated and angry that he couldn’t get the mysteries of his gift to 
respond in order to help himself and Kahlan, Richard knew that he 
didn’t have the time to try to figure it out. Instead, he resorted to 
using what he could depend on—his instincts and experience. 

As the men lunged for him, Richard thrashed wildly, trying to 
prevent them from being able to hold on to him and muscle him under 
control. Being on the ground with the weight of his attackers above 
him left him at a decided disadvantage, but he knew that he couldn’t 
let that stop him from doing everything he could to fight them off. 

Their eyes wild, both men threw themselves over the top of him to 
hold him down. At the same time they tried to rip into him with their 
teeth. Richard had heard stories of people being attacked and eaten by 
bears. The two men piling onto him reminded him of the helplessness 
that came across in those stories, but with the frightening new 
dimension of human malevolence behind it. 

Several times their teeth began to sink into his flesh, but each time 
Richard managed to jerk, twist, or elbow them away before they were 
able to get a good enough bite to rip off pieces of him. He couldn’t 
understand why they didn’t simply stab him to death. They were both 
carrying knives, and they had his sword. 

It was almost as if they knew what they wanted to do, but their 
inexperience was making them less effective than they might have 
otherwise been. Still, the partially successful attempts left gaping, 
horrifically painful wounds that gushed blood. With Richard quickly 
tiring from fighting under the weight of the two men, to say nothing 
of losing blood, he knew it was inevitable that they were going to 
succeed in what they intended. 

Incomprehensibly, between trying to bite off pieces of him, the men 
paused to lap at the blood as if they were dying of thirst and didn’t 
want to let a drop of it get away and run into the ground. The 
interruption from biting to go after all the blood at least gave Richard 
time to get a breath. 

Frustrated by not being able to get him under their control, the 
bigger man pressed a muscular forearm against Richard’s throat and 
leaned his weight on it. Richard fought to breathe as he tried to 


squirm out from under the pressure of the arm compressing his throat. 
It was terrifying to have both men on top of him, trying to tear him 
apart with their teeth, and not be able to move, much less get them 
off. 

Pressed down with all his weight, the man’s arm abruptly slipped 
on all the blood. As he fell forward he had to throw a hand out onto 
the ground for balance. In a flash, with strength powered by fear and 
desperation, Richard pulled his own blood-slicked arms up from under 
the man stretched out over him and looped one arm over the man’s 
head. 

Richard elbowed the man’s arm, knocking it aside. Without a hand 
on the ground, he lost his balance and fell farther forward. Richard 
arched his back, at the same time blocking with his knees, forcing the 
man around onto his back. Finally in a position to apply leverage, 
Richard pulled the rope binding his wrists together tight across the 
man’s throat. 

Straining with every ounce of strength, Richard hauled back on the 
coarse rope binding his wrists, using it as a garrote to choke the big 
man. 

Surprised, the man hadn’t had time to draw a breath before Richard 
had control of him. He gasped, straining for urgently needed air as he 
desperately clawed at Richard’s forearms. His fingernails ripped 
gashes across Richard’s flesh, but all the blood made for a greasy grip 
on Richard’s arms and the man couldn’t get himself free. Not able to 
escape the hold, he reached back, trying to claw Richard’s face or 
gouge out his eyes, but Richard’s face was out of reach and the man’s 
fingers caught only empty air. 

The second man rushed in to help. He, too, tried to lever Richard’s 
arms away from his companion, but could find no spot to get his 
fingers under for a solid hold. Richard, fighting for his life, kept the 
first man locked in a death grip. 

Not able to break Richard’s hold, the second man hammered his 
fists against Richard arms, trying to make him let go of his 
companion. Lost in rage, Richard hardly felt the blows. 

Seeing that his efforts were doing no good, the man quickly realized 
that he had to try something else. Yelling for his companion not to 
give up, he struck out with a fist at Richard’s face, trying to get him to 
let go. With the way Richard had the big man pulled in tight against 
himself, the blows weren’t direct enough. Several times the man’s fist 
glanced off Richard’s jaw as he screamed for Richard to let go. 

Richard had no intention of letting go. To let go would mean 
certain death. 

The big man Richard was choking squirmed frantically, his arms 
flailing as he desperately reached for something, anything, that would 


help him escape or at least get a breath. He kicked with his heels, 
aiming for Richard’s shins. Richard pulled his knees up to keep his 
lower legs out of range. Most of the blind kicks landed on the ground 
and the ones that did connect weren’t direct enough. Gritting his teeth 
with the effort, Richard tipped the man back even farther just to make 
sure that he couldn’t do any damage with his heels. 

Richard saw a knife blade rising in a bloody fist of the second man. 
He pulled the man he was strangling over on top of himself as best he 
could to shield himself against a knife attack. He didn’t know how 
effective it would be, but it was the only thing he could do. 

Suddenly, there was a loud, bone-cracking thump. The man faltered 
as he tried to turn. Another, sharper thump swiftly followed. With the 
third blow, blood rained down. 

The man dropped the knife as he collapsed in a limp heap across 
the top of the man Richard was choking. 

Richard wasn’t sure what had happened, but he was not about to let 
go to find out. Without the second man fighting him, he was able to 
focus all his strength on the task at hand. The big man’s movements 
had already become slow and weak as not only his wind was being cut 
off, but also the blood to his brain. 

Richard screamed with rage to power his own aching muscles. As 
the man’s struggling became sluggish, Richard swiftly changed his 
hold, throwing an arm around the man’s neck, getting him in a 
headlock. Hard as he he could, he twisted the man’s head. In the quiet 
drizzle, when he reached the point of resistance, he pulled back a bit 
to gather more force, then slammed the man’s head over even harder. 
When he did, he finally felt the neck snap. The man’s whole body 
immediately went slack. 

Powered by fury, Richard continued strangling the man even 
though he was no longer fighting. 

A hand gently reached down with a reassuring touch to Richard’s 
bulging biceps. 

“It’s all right. Hes dead. They’re both dead.” It was a woman’s 
voice he didn’t recognize. “You’re safe,” she said. “You can let go 
now.” 

Still panting from the effort and the rage, Richard blinked as he 
looked up into several shadowed faces crowded in over him. 

They were not soldiers. From their simple clothes, they appeared to 
be country folk. Two women and two men leaned in, looking down at 
him. Back beyond those four, a handful of other men crowded in 
closer. They, too, looked like country folk. 


CHAPTER 


3 


Richard gradually released the pressure on the dead man’s neck. As 
the remaining air hissed from his lifeless lungs, his head flopped 
crookedly to one side. 

One of the men standing above him lifted the limp arm of the other, 
smaller of the two dead men atop Richard and pulled him off to the 
side. Even in death, there was still a bloody snarl frozen on the face. 

A mask of blood had run down to cover the side of the man’s face. 
Fragments of bone stuck up from his matted hair. Richard saw that the 
back of his head had been bashed in with a large rock that one of the 
other men crowded in close still held in a tight grip. 

As the man with the broken neck began to slowly slip off to the 
side, one of the women, the one who had touched Richard’s arm, used 
a foot to shove the bigger of the two dead men aside. It was a relief to 
have the suffocating weight finally off. 

The woman picked up the bloody knife that the second attacker had 
dropped when his skull had been crushed in. Leaning close, she sliced 
at the rope binding Richard’s hands and they at last parted. She 
moved down and cut the rope tying his ankles together. 

“Thank you,” Richard said. He was more than relieved to at last be 
free. “You saved my life.” 

“For the moment,” a man in the shadows said. 

“We hope you will return the favor,” another added. 

Richard didn’t know what he meant, but he had bigger worries at 
the moment. 

With an angry gesture, the woman with the knife hushed the men 
before turning her attention back to Richard. 

He saw in the weak light of the full moon that illuminated the cloud 
cover that she was middle-aged. Fine lines creased her face in an 
agreeable way. It was too dark to tell the color of her eyes, but not the 
determination in them. Her expression, too, was one of grim resolve. 

The woman leaned closer to press a hand to the bite wound on the 
side of his upper arm to try to stop the bleeding. Her gaze turned up 
to his as she held pressure in the wound. 

“Are you the one who killed Jit, the Hedge Maid?” she asked. 

Surprised by the question, Richard nodded as he looked around at 


all the stony faces watching him. “How do you know that?” 

With her free hand, the woman pulled stray strands of her straight, 
shoulder-length hair back from her face. “A boy, Henrik, came to us a 
little while ago. He told us that he had been her captive, and that she 
intended to kill him like all the others she had killed. He said that two 
people rescued him and killed the Hedge Maid, but now they were in 
trouble and needed help.” 

Richard leaned forward. “Was there anyone else with him?” 

“Tm afraid not. Just the boy.” 

Even though Richard had killed the Hedge Maid, he and Kahlan had 
both been grievously hurt. Their friends had brought a small army to 
get the two of them out of the Hedge Maid’s lair and take them home. 
Now, those friends were all missing. He knew that none of them 
would have willingly left Kahlan and him alone like this. 

“Henrik was the one who told my friends what had happened and 
where they could find us,” Richard said. “They should have been with 
him.” 

The woman shook her head. “I’m sorry, but he was alone. Terrified, 
and alone.” 

“Did he tell you what happened, here?” Richard asked. “Did he tell 
you where those who were with us are now?” 

“He was winded and in a panic to find help. He said there was no 
time to explain. He said we had to hurry and help you. We came right 
away.” 

Now that Richard was free and the rush of the fight was over, the 
shock of pain had begun to bear down on him in earnest. He touched 
his forehead with trembling fingers. 

“But did he say anything else at all?” Richard asked. “It’s 
important.” 

The woman glanced around in the darkness as she shook her head. 
“He said that you had been attacked and needed help. We knew that 
we had to hurry. Henrik is back at our village. When we get back you 
can question him yourself. For now, we must get in out of the night.” 
She gestured urgently to the woman behind her. “Give me your scarf.” 

The woman immediately pulled it off her head and handed it over. 
The woman kneeling beside Richard used the scarf as a bandage, 
wrapping it high around his upper arm several times. She swiftly 
knotted it, then stuck the knife handle under the knot and twisted it 
around to tighten the tourniquet. Richard gritted his teeth against the 
pain. 

He couldn’t seem to slow his racing heart. He was worried about all 
those who had been with him, worried as to what could have 
happened to them. He needed to get to Henrik and find out what was 
going on. More than that, though, he was worried about getting help 


for Kahlan. 

“We shouldn’t be out here any longer,” one of the men in back 
quietly cautioned, trying to hurry the woman. 

“Almost done,” she said as she quickly appraised some of his more 
obvious injuries. “You need these wounds sewn closed and treated 
with poultice or they will be infected by morning,” she told Richard. 
“Bites like this are not to be ignored.” 

“Please,” Richard said as he gestured with his other arm toward the 
wagon. “Help my wife? I fear that she is hurt worse.” 

With a quick gesture from the woman, two of the men hurried to 
the wagon. 

“Is she the Mother Confessor?” one of the men called back as he 
checked on her. 

Richard’s sense of caution rose. “Yes.” 

“T don’t think that we can do anything for her here,” he said. 

The other man spotted the sword and picked it up from the ground. 
His gaze glided over the ornately wrought gold and silver scabbard 
before taking in the word TRUTH made of gold wire woven through 
the silver wire wrapping the hilt. 

“Then you would be the Lord Rahl?” 

“That’s right,” Richard said. 

“Then there is no doubt. You are the ones we came looking for,” the 
man said. “The boy, Henrik, told us who you were. We came to find 
you.” 

Richard’s concern eased at hearing that it was Henrik who had told 
them exactly who he and Kahlan were. 

“Enough,” the woman said. She quickly turned back to Richard. 
“Glad we were in time, Lord Rahl. I’m Ester. Now we have to get you 
both back to safety.” 

“Richard will do.” 

“Yes, Lord Rahl,” she said absently, as if no longer listening as she 
pressed at wounds, checking their depth. 

Ester motioned to some of the other men behind her. “You will 
need to help him. He’s badly hurt. We have to get out of here before 
those who did this come back.” 

Several men, relieved to hear that she was finally ready to leave, 
rushed in to help Richard to his feet. Once up, Richard insisted on 
going to Kahlan. The men steadied him when he staggered to the 
wagon. 

Richard saw that Kahlan was still unconscious, but breathing. He 
laid a hand on her, aching with fear over her condition. Her clothes 
were soaked in blood from the ordeal with the Hedge Maid. The 
thought of that vile creature and what she had been doing to Kahlan 
again awakened Richard’s anger. 


The Hedge Maid had been drinking Kahlan’s blood. 

He slid his hand through the long slit in her shirt, feeling where 
Jit’s familiars had slashed open Kahlan’s abdomen to bleed her and 
collect her blood for the Hedge Maid to drink. He was worried not 
only about the severity of the terrible wound, but how much blood 
she had lost. To his astonishment, he found only a few swollen ripples 
in her skin where the long wound had been nearly healed. 

Richard recalled, then, the touch he had felt—the touch of a healing 
begun, but not finished. Zedd or Nicci must have healed the deep 
wound on Kahlan, but from the rest of the wounds still evident on her, 
Richard could see that, as with him, they hadn’t finished what they 
had started. Because he remembered that it had been Nicci’s healing 
touch on him, he suspected that it would have been Zedd who had 
started healing Kahlan. 

Richard was thankful that Zedd had managed to heal the terrible 
gash in Kahlan’s abdomen, but he hadn’t had time to heal everything. 
She had a number of wounds that still bled. He knew, too, that she 
must have other serious injuries or she would not be unconscious. 

“Do you have someone who can help her?” Richard asked. “A gifted 
person?” 

Ester hesitated. “We have someone gifted who may be able to help,” 
she finally said. 

One of the men behind leaned close, taking hold of Ester’s dress at 
her shoulder to pull her back a bit as he whispered in her ear. “Do you 
think that wise?” 

The woman turned an angry look on the man. “What choice is 
there? Should we instead let them die?” 

He straightened, his only answer a sigh. 

“But we must hurry,” Ester said. “She can’t heal them if they’re 
dead.” 

“Besides that,” another man reminded her, “we need to get all of us 
in out of the night.” 

At his words, others glanced around in the darkness. Richard noted 
that they all seemed terrified of being out after dark. Having once 
been a woods guide, he had often visited country folk. It was a 
relatively common attitude among them to want to shut themselves in 
when the sun went down. People in more remote places tended to be 
more superstitious than most, and the one common thing they all 
feared was darkness. 

Although, he had to admit that these people certainly had real 
things to fear. 

Richard watched as several men gently lifted Kahlan and then 
placed her over the shoulder of the biggest man. Richard wanted to 
carry her himself, but he knew that he couldn’t even walk by himself. 


He reluctantly let two of the men put their shoulders under his arms 
to help him stay upright. 

In the faint moonlight and soft golden glow of lanterns that several 
of the people carried, Richard looked back beyond the wagon. For the 
first time, he saw countless bodies. They weren’t the men of the First 
File. Strange, pale, half-naked people lay sprawled across the ground 
everywhere. Given their gaping wounds, it looked like the First File 
had fought a fierce battle. Given the numbers of the dead, it was no 
wonder that the damp air smelled of blood and gore. 

Nearby, just beyond the corner of the wagon, one of the dead men 
lay sprawled on his back, mouth agape. His dead eyes stared up at the 
dark sky. 

The man’s teeth had been filed to points. 

Richard’s grandfather Zedd and the sorceress Nicci had brought 
elite soldiers with them to see Richard and Kahlan safely back to the 
People’s Palace. None of them would have abandoned the two of 
them. Richard scanned the scattered bones among pieces of uniforms, 
insignias, and the weapons of the First File lying scattered across the 
ground. It was a horrifying sight. But he didn’t see anything that 
looked like it belonged to Zedd or Nicci or Cara. 

Cara, his and Kahlan’s personal bodyguard, was Mord-Sith. She 
would not have left him for any reason short of death, and he’d 
always suspected that even then Cara would come back from the 
world of the dead to protect him. 

He feared that out there in the darkness where he couldn’t see 
them, the bones of all those he cared so much about were among the 
dead. Panic at the thought of losing those so close to him tightened his 
chest. 

“Hurry now,” Ester said, pushing at the men helping to hold 
Richard up. “He’s bleeding badly. We have to get back.” 

The others were more than happy to start away from the sight of so 
much death and head back to safety. 

Richard let the men half carry him onto a narrow path through the 
wall of trees and into the night. 
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On their swift journey through a forest so dense that the floor of the 
trail remained nearly untouched by moonlight, all of the people 
around him kept a wary watch of the surrounding darkness. Richard, 
too, scanned the woods, but he could see little beyond the weak 
lantern light. There was no way of telling what might be back in the 
black depths of the woods, no way of telling if the mysterious, half- 
naked people who had slaughtered his friends might be following him. 

Every sound caught his attention and drew his eye. Every branch 
that brushed against him or snagged on his pant leg elevated his heart 
rate. 

From what he could see, the people he was with carried nothing 
more than utilitarian knives. They had used a rock to dispatch the 
man attacking Richard. He would hate to encounter the hordes of 
killers on the dark trail and have to fight them off with little more 
than rocks. 

He was glad to have the tooled leather baldric back over his right 
shoulder and his sword again at his left hip. From time to time he 
absently touched the familiar hilt of his sword for reassurance. He 
knew, though, that he was in little condition to fight. 

Still, just touching the ancient weapon stirred its latent power and 
the silent storm of rage it held within it, stirring its twin within him 
and enticing him to call it forth. It was reassuring to have that faithful 
weapon and its attendant power at his beck and call. 

Because some of the people had lanterns, Richard scanned the 
blackness for eye shine that would reveal the presence and position of 
animals beyond the limited range of the lantern light. While he did 
see some small creatures like frogs, a raccoon, and some night birds, 
he didn’t see any eyes of larger animals watching them. 

Of course, it was always possible that something larger could have 
been hidden among the dense clusters of ferns and shrubs or back 
among the tree trunks so that Richard wouldn’t have seen them. 

And, of course, there would have been no eye shine if the eyes 
watching them were human. 

Since he couldn’t really see anything in the black depths of the 
woods, he depended instead on sounds and smells that might tip him 


off to a threat. The only thing he smelled, though, was the familiar 
scent of balsam, ferns, and the mat of pine needles, dried leaves, and 
forest litter covering the ground. The only sounds he heard were the 
buzz of insects and sometimes the sharp call of night birds. Distant, 
faint cries of coyotes occasionally echoed through the mountains. 

All of the people taking Richard and Kahlan to the safety of their 
village refrained from talking on the journey. The wary group walked 
swiftly but nearly silently, the way only those who had spent a 
lifetime in the woods were able to do. Even the man ahead who was 
carrying Kahlan made little noise as he moved along the trail. Richard, 
unable to walk very well and sometimes dragging his feet as the men 
on either side helped him, was making more noise than any of the rest 
of them, but there was little he could do about it. 

With all the bodies of strange people he had seen back near the 
wagon, to say nothing of the two men who had attacked him and the 
things he had overheard, as well as all the warnings he’d previously 
gotten about venturing into the Dark Lands, Richard could easily see 
why these people were nervous and being so careful. The two men 
who had attacked him had looked nothing like the bodies he had seen. 
If those two men had been right, then the dead were the mysterious 
people they had mentioned, the Shun-tuk. 

It seemed that unlike other country folk Richard knew back home, 
the people with him had more reason for their fears than simple 
superstition. 

He appreciated it when people took real dangers seriously. The 
people who most often invited trouble were the willfully ignorant who 
didn’t want to believe trouble was possible, so they dismissed the 
potential for it. You couldn’t be ready for what you never considered 
or were unwilling to consider. Worry was sometimes a valuable 
survival tool, so Richard thought it foolish to ignore it. But still, since 
they were so lightly armed, he didn’t think these people took the 
threats seriously enough. 

Either that, or perhaps the threats they faced were something new 
to them. 

It wasn’t long before they abruptly emerged from the confining, 
oppressive darkness of the forest into the open. A light mist borne on 
cooler air dampened Richard’s face. 

In the distance across the slightly rolling ground out ahead of them, 
lit by the muted moonlight, Richard saw a sheer rock wall rising up. 
Partway up the cliff face he could see faint, flickering light, probably 
from candles and lanterns, in passageways that looked to go back into 
the rock. 

Making its way ever onward toward the cliff, the trail passed 
between large fields, some planted with grain, others with vegetables. 


Once among the fields spreading out from the foot of the soaring cliff, 
the people with him finally felt safe enough to start whispering among 
themselves. 

As they got closer to the rock wall, they came upon pens made of 
split rails. Some of the pens held sheep, others rather skinny hogs. A 
few milk cows stood together in a tight cluster in the corner of one 
pen. Long coops set among boulders fallen from the mountain 
towering over them looked like they were for chickens that were no 
doubt roosting for the night. Richard saw a few men tending to the 
animals. 

One of the men was checking on the sheep, patting their backs to 
make them move aside as he wove his way back through the small but 
dense flock crowded together in a large pen. 

“What is it, Henry?” Ester asked as she got closer. “What are you 
men doing down here at this time of night?” 

The man couldn’t help staring for a brief moment at the strangers 
being carried in, one being helped on foot and a woman with a long 
fall of hair draped over a man’s shoulders. He lifted a hand out, 
gesturing to the neat grid of pens. 

“The animals are restless.” 

Richard looked back over a shoulder. The palm of his left hand 
rested on the familiar hilt of his sword as his gaze swept the fields 
between them and the dark mass of woods. He didn’t see anything out 
of the ordinary. 

“I think you had better leave the animals and get inside,” Richard 
said as he scanned the dark tree line. 

The man frowned as he lifted his knit cap to scratch his thinning 
white hair. “And who might you be to tell me what to do with our 
animals?” 

Richard looked back at the man and shrugged, but then, feeling his 
legs about to give out, he put his left arm back around the shoulder of 
one of the two men standing beside him. “I’m just someone who 
doesn’t like it when animals are restless, and I’ve seen a lot of 
frightening things this night not all that far behind us.” 

“He’s right,” Ester said as she started out again toward the rock 
wall. “You’d best get up inside with the rest of us.” 

Henry replaced his cap on his head as he cast a worried frown 
toward the silent wall of the woods hard against the far edge of the 
fields. The tall spruce looked like sentinels keeping the moonlight 
from entering. 

Henry conceded with a nod. “Pll bring the others up right behind 
you.” 


CHAPTER 
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With the help of the men to either side, Richard followed behind 
Ester, who in turn followed behind the man carrying Kahlan. Out at 
the head of the small group making their way toward the cliff, a man 
with a lantern looked back from time to time, making sure everyone 
was still accounted for. 

Kahlan, her long hair matted with blood, her arms dangling, hung 
limp and unconscious over the shoulder of the man carrying her. In 
the moonlight Richard could see the wounds from the thorny vines the 
Hedge Maid had used to bind and imprison her. From time to time 
blood from those and other wounds dripped from her fingertips. 

Richard had the same kinds of cuts, but not as many as Kahlan. The 
thorn vines must have had a substance on them that kept wounds 
from closing up properly because his, too, still oozed blood. At least 
he had managed to kill the Hedge Maid before she could completely 
drain Kahlan of all her blood. Although seriously hurt, at least she was 
still alive. 

As they had made their way through the forest on their way toward 
the village, he had ached to stop and heal her himself, but he knew 
that he was in no condition to be able to accomplish such a task. It 
took a variety of strengths on the part of the one doing the healing to 
be effective, strengths he didn’t have right then. It made more sense to 
get help for her. 

Once he knew that Kahlan was safe, he needed to find out what had 
happened to the soldiers of the First File and the friends who had been 
with them. He refused to believe that those he cared so much about 
were already dead. He remembered all too vividly, though, the human 
bones he had seen. He was distressed that any of his people had died, 
but especially in such a horrific fashion. 

As they approached the base of the cliff, the small group made their 
way through a sprawling boulder field of broken rock built up over 
time as rock cleaved from the cliff face to accumulate below. In some 
places those with Richard, making their way single-file among the 
boulders, had to duck under massive slabs of stone that had fallen 
from the face of the mountain and now rested atop the jumble of rock 
slabs. 


Richard was surprised to see the people ahead of him start up a 
narrow path right up against the face of the rock wall. Set back in a 
tangle of scrub, it would have been easy to miss, had he not seen 
people ahead beginning to climb upward. 

He had thought that maybe they had ladders going up to the 
inhabited caves, or even an interior passage, but it appeared that the 
only way up was along the path made up of natural crags and ledges 
of the rock face. Where there were no natural footholds, the rock 
looked to have been laboriously cut away to create a trail. In the weak 
yellow light of the lanterns carried by some of those ahead, he could 
see that the rock underfoot had been smoothed by people treading 
across it to ascend the cliff wall for what had to be thousands of years. 

“What is this place?” Richard asked in a whisper. 

Ester looked back over her shoulder. “Our village, Stroyza.” 

Richard missed a step. He wondered if she knew what the name 
meant. Few people still alive understood High D’Haran. Richard was 
one of those who did. 

“Why do you live up there? Why not build down among the fields 
and then you wouldn’t have to climb up and down this treacherous 
trail all the time?” 

“It is where our people have always lived.” When that seemed not 
to be reason enough for him, she showed him a patient smile. “Don’t 
you think that it would also be treacherous for anyone who would 
come to attack us in the night?” 

Richard glanced to the bobbing dots of lantern light out ahead as 
people carefully made their way ever upward. “I suppose you’re right. 
A single person up top could easily hold off an army trying to make 
their way up this trail.” His brow twitched. “Do you have a lot of 
trouble with people attacking your village?” 

“This is the Dark Lands,” she said, as if that was explanation 
enough. 

With the drizzle making the rock slick, Richard stepped carefully as 
they made their way up the narrow ledge of a path. The path wasn’t 
anywhere near wide enough for a man to walk on either side of him to 
help him walk, so one of the men instead followed close behind, ready 
to steady him if he faltered. Fortunately, there were iron handholds 
pinned into the face of the rock in particularly narrow spots. 

Unfortunately, the handholds were on the left side, and his 
bandaged left arm was the one most severely injured. He was in so 
much pain that his fingers could barely grip the iron holds, so he 
sometimes had to cross his right hand over to grip the bars. It made it 
more difficult to climb, but kept him from falling. The man following 
close behind held on to the iron bars with one hand and from time to 
time used his other to help prop Richard up and to keep him from 


falling. Glancing downward in the faint moonlight revealed a dizzying 
drop. 

When they finally reached the top, a small cluster of people waited 
to greet them. As Richard stepped onto the open area the crowd 
moved back to give the arriving party room. He could see that the 
naturally formed, broad cavity narrowed down in places into several 
cavelike, wide passageways going deeper back into the mountain. 
Concern masked the faces of the people watching the injured strangers 
being brought in. 

Several cats emerged from the darkness to greet the returning 
people from the village. Richard spotted several more of the cautious 
creatures back in the passageways. Most of them were black. 

“We’re thankful to see you all safely back,” one of the waiting men 
said. “With you out after dark for so long, we were worried.” 

Ester was nodding. “I know. It couldn’t be helped. Fortunately, we 
found them.” 

Before Ester could introduce him, Henrik spotted them from the 
shelter of the shadows and ran out to greet them. 

“Lord Rahl! Lord Rahl! You’re alive!” 

Whispered astonishment swept back through the small assemblage 
of villagers. Apparently, not everyone in the village had been 
informed who the party had gone out to rescue. 

“Lord Rahl ... leader of the D’Haran Empire?” one man asked as 
whispers continued to spread among those gathered. 

Through his pain, Richard nodded. “That’s right.” 

They all started going to a knee. Richard hurriedly waved away the 
show of deference. “None of that, please.” 

As they all hesitantly returned to their feet, Richard managed a 
smile for the boy. “Henrik, I’m relieved to see that you are all right.” 

The man holding Kahlan eased her limp form down off his shoulder. 
Several people rushed in to help. 

Ester quickly introduced a few of the people gathered around, but 
then cut it short. “We need to get them inside. They are both badly 
hurt. We need to see to their injuries.” 

The small crowd, shadowed by several cats, followed behind as 
Ester hurriedly led them back into one of the broader tunnels. There 
were a number of rooms built into natural clefts and crags along the 
way back into the cavern. Many of the rooms and network of tunnels 
had been excavated from the semisoft rock. The faces of some of the 
rooms had mortared stone walls filling in the gaps. Some places had 
wooden doors while others were covered with animal skins to create 
what looked to be a community of small homes. 

The honeycomb of dwellings throughout the warren of burrows 
looked like a grim existence, but Richard supposed that the safety of 


the place high up within the mountain was comfort enough. The 
clothes worn by the people around him also spoke to the austere 
nature of existence in their small village. They all wore similar types 
of crudely made fabric that blended in with the color of the stone. 

Ester snatched the sleeve of a woman ahead of her and leaned 
closer. “Get Sammie.” 

The woman frowned back over her shoulder. “Sammie?” 

Ester confirmed it with a firm nod. “These two need to be healed.” 

“Sammie?” the woman repeated. 

“Yes, hurry. There is no time to waste.” 

“But—” 

“Go,” Ester commanded with a flick of her hand. “Hurry. I will take 
them to my place.” 

As the woman rushed off to get the help Ester had called for, the 
crowd all funneled into a smaller passageway. Finally arriving at a 
doorway covered over with a heavy hanging made of sheepskin, Ester 
and several of the people with them ducked inside. Once inside the 
small room one of the men hurried to light dozens of candles. In 
contrast to the simple wooden table, three chairs, and chest to the 
side, crude but colorful carpets covered the floor. Pillows made of 
unadorned material similar to the material their clothes were made 
from provided the only other seating. 

Ester directed the men carrying Kahlan to the side of the room, 
where they gently laid her down on a lambskin backed with a row of 
plain, well-used pillows. The men with Richard helped ease him down 
to sit on the floor against several pillows. 

“We need to tend to your wounds right away,” Ester told Richard. 
She turned to some of the women who had followed them in. “Get 
some warm water and rags. We will need a poultice made up. Bring 
bandages as well as needle and thread.” 

As the small cluster of the women hurried back out of the modest 
quarters to do her bidding, Ester knelt beside Richard. With a gentle 
hand she carefully lifted his arm and loosened the tourniquet so she 
could look under the blood-soaked bandage. 

“T don’t like the color of your arm,” she said. “These bite wounds 
must be washed out. Some of them need to be stitched up.” She 
glanced up at his eyes. “You also need more talented help.” 

Richard knew that she meant he needed a gifted person to heal him. 
He nodded as he leaned to the side, carefully pulling strands of hair 
back from Kahlan’s face so that he could press the inside of his wrist 
against her forehead. She felt feverish. 

“I can wait,” he said. “I want you to take care of the Mother 
Confessor first.” 

When he looked back at Ester, apprehension tightened her features. 


She was clearly worried that he was the one who needed the 
immediate help. 

Richard softened his tone. “I’m grateful for all you and your people 
have done, but please, I want you to help my wife first. You’re right 
that my bite wounds need to be tended to, but she’s unconscious and 
obviously in worse trouble. Maybe my wounds could be sewn and 
bandaged while your gifted person sees to helping the Mother 
Confessor first. Please, I’m worried about her condition. I need to 
know that she will be all right.” 

Ester studied his eyes briefly and then smiled a bit. “I understand.” 
She turned and flicked a hand. “Peter, please go make sure that 
Sammie is on her way.” 
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Richard turned from Kahlan when he heard people approaching out in 
the corridors. The first woman who ducked in under the sheepskin 
covering the doorway was carrying a bucket of water. A few of the 
other women brought in another bucket of water along with bandages 
and other supplies. 

He was surprised to see some older women enter next, ushering in a 
wisp of a girl only beginning to blossom into womanhood. A long 
mass of black hair framed her small face. Her dark eyes were wide 
with wonder as she stood stiffly among the sheltering cluster of 
women. The smooth skin of her narrow face set back in among the 
dark mass of curly locks looked pale in the candlelight. 

Ester rose up and held a hand back down toward Richard. “Sammie, 
this is Lord Rahl. The woman lying there is his wife, the Mother 
Confessor. They’ve both been badly hurt and need your help.” 

The girl’s dark eyes briefly turned down to take a look at Kahlan 
before they turned back up at Ester. At Ester’s urging, the girl 
hesitantly stepped forward. She lifted out the sides of her long skirt 
and performed an awkward curtsy before Richard. 

Richard could easily see that she was not simply shy; she was 
terrified of him. Being from such a small, isolated place, she probably 
rarely saw strangers, much less strangers such as this. Despite the pain 
he was in and his worry for Kahlan, he made himself smile warmly to 
reassure her. 

“Thank you for coming, Sammie.” 

She nodded as she hugged her slender arms to herself. Without 
answering, she moved back against the shelter of the older women. 

“Sammie, would you excuse us for just a moment, please?” He 
looked up at Ester. “May I speak with you privately?” 

Ester apparently knew why he wanted to talk to her alone. She 
forced a quick smile in answer before shepherding the small group to 
the doorway. They paused, looking confused, but finally obliged as 
Ester gently shooed them out. Once they were gone, Ester pulled the 
sheepskin down across the doorway. 

“Lord Rahl, I know that—” 

“She’s a child.” 


The woman straightened her back and clasped her hands as she 
took a deep breath. She stepped closer and chose her words carefully. 

“Yes, Lord Rahl, and though she is only just fifteen years, she’s a 
gifted child. Right now that’s what you both need. I can tend to cuts 
and scrapes, treat fevers with herbs, sometimes I can even set a 
broken bone”—she gestured to Kahlan—“but I don’t know how to 
help her. I don’t even have any idea what’s wrong with her. Yes, 
Sammie is young, but she is not without knowledge and abilities.” 

Richard remembered when he had been as young as Sammie. He 
had thought that he was all grown up and had the world mostly 
figured out. While he had known more than most adults gave him 
credit for, as he had grown older he had come to realize that despite 
how much he did know, he knew less than he thought he did, mostly 
because he never appreciated how much more there was to learn. 
Now, as an adult looking back on someone that age, despite how 
much they might know, he understood how limited a young person’s 
scope of the world really was. 

That age of early confidence was something like a false dawn. The 
real thing was coming, yet despite being close at hand it was still not 
quite there. And even when it did begin to arrive, there was always 
more to learn. He remembered Zedd telling him that old age meant 
that the only thing he really knew was that he would never know it 
all, much less know enough. 

Putting Kahlan’s life into the hands of someone with such limited 
experience was more than a little disconcerting to him. 

“But she’s a child,” Richard said softly so that those outside 
wouldn’t hear. “This is a difficult and complex task even for someone 
experienced in such things.” 

Ester bowed her head respectfully. “Lord Rahl, if you don’t want 
Sammie to try, that is of course your decision and I will abide by it. I 
will do my best to sew up the worst of your wounds and tend to other 
injuries as I know how. I can try to guess at what the Mother 
Confessor might need and prepare some herbs and such that might 
help her.” 

The woman lifted her head to look him in the eye. “But I think you 
know as well as I do that it isn’t going to be enough. You both need 
gifted healing. 

“If you don’t want Sammie to try to do that bigger task of what is 
needed, then all I can suggest is that you will have to travel elsewhere 
in the hope of finding someone more to your liking. It would be a 
difficult journey. In the Dark Lands there is no telling how far you will 
have to go to find such a person. I can tell you that there are not many 
with such abilities as you need. Not many I would trust, anyway. 

“Because of that, Jit was able to prey on those desperate to find 


help. Occasionally she would help someone in need so as to create 
hope among other desperate people and in that way draw in more 
victims. 

“Do you think you have the ability to undertake a journey to find 
someone trustworthy who could help you? Do you think the Mother 
Confessor can make such a journey? Are you willing to risk her life on 
waiting until you can find someone else? If you become desperate will 
you risk her life on someone with veiled motives and perhaps end up 
in the hands of someone like Jit? 

“You have already seen that we are willing to help you, even at the 
risk of danger to ourselves.” 

“And why would you do that?” Richard asked. 

Ester shrugged. “We help because we would want someone to help 
us if we were in danger. It is our way. It has always been our way, 
handed down from generations long forgotten. We teach our children 
to help those in need because one day we might be the ones in need, 
and we can only hope to earn such help if we are worthy, if we are the 
kind who would give it and not just receive it. We believe in treating 
others as we would want to be treated.” 

“T guess that’s the way I’ve always tried to live my life as well,” 
Richard said. 

“Lord Rahl, I am telling you that Sammie may be only fifteen, but 
she is gifted and has a good heart. That is all we are able to offer. That 
is the best we can offer. Are you so sure that you want to turn down 
our help, such as it is?” 

Richard knew that he was in no condition to heal Kahlan himself. 
Worse, though, he didn’t think that he could. Back at the wagon he 
had tried to summon his gift to save her life, and his gift had not 
responded. It was evident that there was something seriously wrong 
with his gift. If it wouldn’t save her from being murdered, it would not 
respond to heal her, either. 

He didn’t know what could be wrong with his gifted ability. He 
knew only that it wasn’t working. They both needed help. 

He also knew that in his present condition he couldn’t make it far. 
He remembered that Zedd and Nicci had started healing them even as 
they lay in the back of the moving wagon. They wouldn’t have been 
doing that if it wasn’t urgent. 

Still, he didn’t entirely trust the motives of these people. 

If he wasn’t willing to accept the girl’s gifted help, then having 
Ester tend to their wounds with needle and thread, herbs, and 
poultices was the only other choice. He knew that Ester was right that 
such help wasn’t enough, especially for Kahlan. 

Richard had been wounded in the past. This time, though, he felt 
something different, something more than simple injuries. He wanted 


to ignore the way he felt, but he knew he couldn’t, at least not for 
long. He knew, too, that whatever the grim shadow of affliction he felt 
within himself was, Kahlan was suffering from it far worse than he 
was. 

Zedd and Nicci had been trying to heal him and Kahlan, but they 
hadn’t been able to finish that work. Now they were missing. Richard 
knew that the lives of not only Kahlan but also his friends depended 
on him making the right decision. He didn’t think that there was any 
time to waste. 

But gift or no gift, he didn’t know if he dared to trust Kahlan’s life 
to such a young and inexperienced girl. Where the gift was concerned, 
a mistake could be fatal. 

“Do you trust her abilities?” 

Ester hiked up her gray dress and again knelt beside him. “Sammie 
is an earnest girl. Her mother was a sorceress. That may account for 
Sammie seeming to be grown beyond what her years would otherwise 
suggest. Being ungifted myself, I don’t know much about such 
abilities, but I do know that her mother passed the gift on to Sammie. 
There is no doubt about that much of it.” 

“Where is her mother?” 

Ester’s gaze fell away. “Not long ago we found the remains of 
Sammie’s father, but not her mother. We think that her mother was 
captured and taken. Though Sammie holds out hope, I don’t think she 
is still alive.” 

“Taken?” 

Ester’s gaze rose to meet his. “As your people were. As nearly 
happened to the Mother Confessor. 

“The Dark Lands have always been a dangerous place. We have 
long lived with those dangers and know how to remain fairly safe. But 
now, terrible things are happening that we don’t understand and can’t 
fight. We need help.” 

Richard wiped a hand across his mouth. As he had thought, this 
was what the men who had helped save him back at the wagon had 
meant. Although they might have always lived their lives by the code 
of helping others as they would want to be helped, in this case they 
needed help that they thought only one such as the Lord Rahl could 
provide. Considering the frightful things he had seen, it wasn’t hard to 
see why they were desperate for help. He couldn’t blame them for 
their motives. 

His gaze turned to Kahlan. He briefly watched her shallow 
breathing. Did he dare to risk her life on such an inexperienced girl? 

What choice did he have? 

“All right,” he finally said with a sigh of resignation. 
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As soon as she had Richard’s agreement to let Sammie help, Ester 
sprang up. She pulled back the thick covering over the doorway and 
ducked under it to rush out into the hall. Richard could hear her 
asking the others to please give the Lord Rahl and the Mother 
Confessor privacy. The people murmured their understanding. 

In short order Ester ushered the girl back in, leaving all the others 
to wait down the corridor. With a reassuring hand on the girl’s 
shoulder, Ester steered her into the room as she once again let the 
heavy sheepskin fall across the doorway. 

A black cat ducked in under the sheepskin and casually followed 
the girl into the room. The cat sat sat off to the side, lifting a hind leg 
as it licked the glossy fur on its tummy. 

Sammie stood stiffly just inside the room, looking too fearful to 
approach. Her flawless skin laid over her immature features not yet 
fully emerged made her almost look like a statue carved of the 
smoothest marble. 

Richard held out his good hand and waggled his fingers in 
invitation. “Please, Sammie, come sit here beside me.” 

When Sammie shuffled closer, he gently took her hand and urged 
her to kneel down beside him. She sat back on her heels, wary to get 
too close. Her big eyes sparkled in the candlelight as they remained 
fixed on him. If she only knew that he probably had more to fear than 
she did. 

Once Ester saw that the girl was in his hands, she used her foot to 
slide the bucket of water across the floor with her as she carried the 
bandages and other supplies over to Kahlan, where she squatted down 
and hurriedly began cleaning the worst of Kahlan’s wounds. 

“Pm very sorry to hear about your father and that your mother is 
missing,” Richard said. 

Sammie’s eyes welled up with tears at the mention of her parents. 
“Thank you, Lord Rahl.” Her voice was as thin and timid as the rest of 
her, and it carried the lonely, painful tone of inconsolable grief. 

“Maybe if you can help us, then when I’m able to, I can help find 
your mother.” 

Sammie’s brow twitched. She looked confused. “You are the ruler of 


the D’Haran Empire.” She wiped the tears from under her eyes. “Why 
would you be concerned with helping someone from the little village 
of Stroyza?” 

Richard shrugged. “I didn’t become a leader because I wanted to 
rule people. I became a leader because I wanted to help protect our 
people from harm. If one of the people I’m sworn to protect is hurt or 
in danger, no matter who they are, then that is my concern.” 

She looked perplexed. “Hannis Arc rules all the Dark Lands, 
including our village. I’ve never met him, but I’ve never heard anyone 
say that he is concerned about protecting us. Far from it; Pve heard 
that he only cares about prophecy.” 

“Tve heard the same thing,” Richard said. “I don’t share his concern 
for prophecy. I believe we make our own future. In part that’s what 
brought me here. The Mother Confessor and I were both hurt while 
making sure that a terrible prophecy did not come true and harm our 
people. Our free will, not prophecy, made the ultimate difference in 
what happened.” 

The girl glanced at Kahlan out of the corner of her eye. “I’m sorry 
about your wife being hurt.” Her big eyes turned back to Richard. “My 
mother often said that I was gifted, but it was up to me, not fate, to 
make something of it.” 

“Wise advice. And did she teach you about using your gift?” 

A bit of the tension went out of the girl’s bony shoulders. “All my 
life she taught me things about my gift, but mostly in little ways.” 

“Little things are a good place to start. Larger understanding is built 
on little things. We put those little things we learn together into larger 
concepts.” 

With a thumb, Sammie smoothed a fold in her dress along the 
length of her thigh. “She was just starting to teach me more, to teach 
me about using our calling to heal. She said that I was old enough to 
start learning more. But I’m still only a young sorceress. My ability is 
nothing compared to my mother’s gift, and especially nothing 
compared to one such as yours must be, Lord Rahl.” 

Richard couldn’t help but to smile. “I didn’t even find out that I had 
the gift until I was a lot older than you are now. No one taught me 
about it as I was growing up. I imagine that with all your mother 
taught you, you must know more about the gift than even I do.” 

Her smooth brow bunched skeptically. “Really?” 

“Really. ’ve since used my ability, but in a different way than most 
gifted people. I’ve both destroyed and healed with my ability, but I’ve 
done it through instinct and desperate need, through letting my gift 
guide me, rather than from anything I was taught.” 

Sammie sat over on her hip as she thought it over. The black cat 
strolled over to rub against the girl before padding on silent paws 


toward Kahlan. 

“That must be frightening to have the gift and not know how to use 
it, not know how to control it.” 

Despite the pain he was in and his worry for Kahlan, he couldn’t 
help letting out a small ripple of laughter. “You don’t know the half of 
it.” 

She regarded him with an unreadable look. “But still, you must be 
able to use your power well enough. After all, you are the Lord Rahl. 
I’ve heard it said that the people of D’Hara are the steel against steel 
so that you might be the magic against magic.” 

Richard didn’t tell her that at the moment his power didn’t work. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the cat cautiously stretched 
forward to smell Kahlan’s boot. The little black nose glided along, 
hovering just above her leg and then up along her arm, not quite 
touching her skin. The cat abruptly drew back. Its lips curled with a 
hiss that bared sharp little teeth. Richard thought that it must not like 
a stranger who smelled of blood being among them. 

“Are all the cats that live here black?” Richard asked Sammie. 

She looked up at him from under her brow. “They are when they 
need to be.” 

Richard frowned. “What does that mean?” 

“In the dark they are all black,” she said, cryptically. 

Ester, kneeling beside Kahlan, flapped her rag at the cat, chasing it 
away. Ears laid back, the cat scurried out of the room. 

Richard looked back at Sammie. He wasn’t sure what she meant, 
but he had more important things on his mind. He turned the 
conversation to the matter at hand. “So what do you know about 
healing?” 

Sammie’s brow twitched as she considered her answer. “My mother 
was just starting to teach me how to heal people. She talked to me 
about the fundamentals and then had me help with small things. I’ve 
only done simple healing—cuts and scrapes, a sick stomach, 
headaches, rashes. Things like that. She guided me in how to let my 
ability go down into a person to feel the trouble within them.” 

Richard nodded. “I’ve experienced that when I’ve healed people.” 
He stared off into grim memories. “On occasion, because the need was 
so great, I’ve had to let myself go so far down into a person that it felt 
as if I lost who I was as I sank into their soul to lift their pain away 
and take it into myself.” 

“Tve never gone that deep.” Sammie looked uneasy. “I don’t know 
that I’'d ever be able to go down into a person’s soul.” 

“If you’ve healed people then I suspect you have, even if you didn’t 
realize it,” Richard said. “That’s how it works. While healing, you are 
venturing down into the essence, in other words the soul, of who they 


are. At least, that’s how it works for me.” 

“That sounds ... frightening.” 

“Not if you really care about helping them.” 

She watched his eyes for a moment as if they held some deep secret. 
“If you say so, Lord Rahl.” 

Richard looked over at Kahlan lying not far away. Ester, her face set 
in a frown of focused concentration, carefully cleaned and inspected 
cuts along Kahlan’s arms. 

“Pve healed Kahlan before,” Richard said, “but I’m not strong 
enough to do it now and I’m terribly worried for her.” 

Sammie’s gaze left Kahlan to wander over some of his more serious 
bite wounds. Her worry about the task he was asking of her was 
clearly evident in her tense expression. 

“T don’t know how deeply I may have gone into a person’s essence, 
but I do know that I’ve never healed such terrible injuries. ’ve only 
healed small things. I’ve never tried to heal anything so grievous.” 

“Well, from my experiences I can tell you that, to a certain extent, 
anyway, the severity of the injuries is irrelevant. Of course, in some 
cases it isn’t, such as when the person is near the veil and in the 
process of crossing over from the world of life into the world of the 
dead. That’s different.” 

Sammie’s eyes widened. “You mean as the person is crossing the 
boundaries of the Grace?” 

Richard regarded her more seriously. “Your mother taught you 
about the Grace?” 

Sammie nodded. “The symbol that represents the spark of creation, 
the world of life, the world of the dead, and the way the gift crosses 
those boundaries to link everything. Those with the gift, she told me, 
must know about the Grace so as not to violate it. It defines how the 
gift flows and how it works—its capability and its limits—as well as 
the order of creation, life, and death. All our work, my mother said, is 
represented by the Grace, guided by it, and ultimately must be 
governed by it.” 

“That’s what I learned as well,” Richard said. “By allowing myself 
to flow along those lines of the gift as represented by the Grace, I’ve 
found that healing most injuries is basically the same process. If you 
let the person’s need guide you, then through your gift you can feel 
what is necessary. Through your empathy you lift away the hurt and 
hold it within yourself so that the healing power of your gift can then 
flow into the person you’re helping. I have always found that the 
person’s need actually guides me, draws me onward toward it.” 

Except that for some reason his gift had stopped working. 

The girl frowned. “I think I know what you mean. My mother had 
me feel deep down into people, feel the trouble within them.” 


“And did she teach you to lift that pain out of them and take it into 
yourself?” 

Sammie hesitated. “Yes. But I was afraid. It’s hard when you can 
feel the pain they feel. I’ve done that. I’ve felt what they felt, though it 
was for smaller injuries. Then I try to lift it away from them and, like 
you say, let the warmth of the gift flow from me and into them to heal 
them.” 

Richard was nodding as she spoke. “That’s been my experience as 
well.” 

“But you said that you have healed people when they have been at 
the boundaries of the Grace, when they have been crossing over into 
the world of the dead. You have flowed along those lines of the Grace 
that flow into the world of the dead.” 

It didn’t sound at all like a question so much as a lecture for doing 
things she had been taught were forbidden. 

“You would be surprised, Sammie, what you would do for ones you 
love.” He again looked over at Kahlan. “I love her very much and I’m 
afraid for her, but this time I don’t have the strength for the sustained 
effort needed to heal her. Can you do that for her?” 

Sammie’s gaze glided over to watch Ester gently cleaning blood 
from Kahlan’s face. “What’s wrong with her?” 

“T don’t know for sure. A Hedge Maid had captured her and was 
starting to drink her blood and—” 

“Jit?” Sammie abruptly leaned toward him, her eyes intent. “Are 
you talking about Jit?” When Richard nodded she asked, “How did 
you ever manage to get away from the Hedge Maid?” 

“T killed her.” 

“Indeed he did,” Ester said back over her shoulder. She dipped the 
cloth in the bucket and then wrung red water out of it. “That’s how 
they were both hurt,” she said with a last look before going back to 
her work cleaning Kahlan’s wounds. 

Sammie seemed not to notice Ester. She instead stared in wonder at 
Richard. 

“Then you really are a protector of your people.” She caught 
herself, glanced at Ester busy with her work, then leaned closer to 
Richard and spoke confidentially. “You are the one.” 
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Richard didn’t know what she meant about him being the one. He was 
having enough trouble remaining upright and besides, he had far 
greater concerns at the moment. 

“Will you help Kahlan, then? I need you to help us both, but I want 
you to help Kahlan first. I need to know that she’s out of danger.” 

Anxiety tightened the gentle features of Sammie’s face. “She’s the 
Mother Confessor.” 

Richard wasn’t sure exactly what she was getting at. “That’s right.” 

Sammie winced a little with a sideways look, apparently fearful of 
posing the question. “Won’t I, well, you know, won’t I be harmed by 
her power? When I go down into the essence of who she is, won’t I be 
taken by her Confessor power?” 

Richard was shaking his head even before she had finished the 
question. 

“No, it doesn’t work that way.” 

“How can you be sure? You said that you don’t know a lot about 
magic.” 

“Because besides me, both a wizard and a sorceress have healed her 
before. None of us were harmed. In fact, a sorceress was in the process 
of healing her earlier today, but we were attacked before she was able 
to finish. 

“Kahlan’s power won’t harm you. It’s not a danger for you to heal 
her. So, will you do it?” 

Sammie pressed her lips tight. Her mouth contorted as she weighed 
her inner doubts. She finally nodded. 

“TIl try, Lord Rahl. Pll do my best.” 

“That’s all I can ask.” 

Sammie squatted down beside Ester and leaned in over Kahlan. She 
turned her head to get a better view as she looked down at Kahlan’s 
still face. 

“She’s very beautiful,” Sammie said back over her shoulder. 

Richard nodded, trying to be understanding of Sammie’s young age 
and not show his tense impatience. He was afraid that if he wasn’t 
careful he might frighten her and then she wouldn’t be able to 
concentrate properly on the job ahead of her. With his stomach in 


knots and Kahlan’s life hanging in the balance, it wasn’t easy to show 
the girl a calm expression. 

“She is beautiful on the inside, too,” he said. “Right now she needs 
help. It’s up to us to give her that help. 

“Maybe you should start out with the small things, first. Maybe 
concentrate on healing some of the cuts on her arms. That way you 
will be doing what you know. After you get comfortable with what it 
feels like to be healing her, then you can move on and deal with her 
bigger problem.” 

Sammie nodded, liking the suggestion. “That sounds like the 
guidance my mother would give.” 

She gently took hold of the older woman’s elbow and urged her 
back. Ester moved out of the way, pulling the bucket of bloody water 
with her. 

“Take your time and think it through, child,” Ester told her. “Your 
mother taught you well. I know that you can do it.” 

“PIL do the best I can,” Sammie said as she rested a hand on 
Kahlan’s abdomen, feeling her slow breathing. “I hope it’s enough,” 
she whispered to herself. 

Ester stood off to the side, watching nervously. “Your mother would 
be proud of you, Sammie. She would say that you can do it, and that 
it’s in your hands now.” 

Sammie, already concentrating on what she needed to do, answered 
with an absent nod. She momentarily touched various wounds along 
Kahlan’s arms, evaluating them with her gift. Her fingers tested the 
place on Kahlan’s stomach that had already been mostly healed by 
Zedd. Her hand lingered there, as if inspecting the work, perhaps 
hoping to learn from it. 

Finally, Sammie scooted around so that she was kneeling above 
Kahlan’s head. Leaning in, Sammie pulled wet strands of Kahlan’s hair 
aside and then pressed her hands to Kahlan’s temples. Her splayed 
fingers lying along Kahlan’s cheeks were so small and frail-looking 
that Richard feared she didn’t have the strength needed for such a 
difficult task, to say nothing of the experience to accomplish it. 

He reminded himself that he had healed people without any 
experience or training. He supposed that in that respect Sammie was 
more knowledgeable than he was. Still, it was Kahlan, and he couldn’t 
seem to quiet his worry, or his racing heart. 

The girl’s eyes rolled back in her head as her eyelids slid closed. 
Still holding Kahlan between her hands, Sammie stretched her arms 
out straight as her head tilted back in the effort of calling for the 
needed strength. 

Richard had learned some time back that he had the unique ability 
to see the gift radiating power around sorceresses. He could see that 


aura of power around Sammie as she opened herself up to her gift. 
The aura looked like shimmering, colored distortions to the air around 
her, something like the heat waves above a campfire. 

Richard had seen the auras of gifted people before. It was 
reassuring to see such a marker of gifted power glimmering in the air 
around Sammie. While Sammie’s aura wasn’t nearly as strong as many 
he had seen, and especially not as powerful as that of a sorceress such 
as Nicci, it was definitely the gift he was seeing warming the glow 
around the girl. 

He hoped that power would be enough. 

Richard listened to the soft hiss of the candles as Sammie leaned 
forward again and bowed her head in concentration. He knew what 
she was experiencing, what it felt like to let yourself dissolve down 
into the person you were trying to help, to immerse yourself in their 
being, to be intimately close to their innermost self. He watched as the 
flames of the candles slowly wavered and the wax dripped down from 
time to time as they burned. He wondered all the while what Sammie 
was experiencing, what she was feeling within Kahlan. 

Several of the candles in the room abruptly extinguished at the 
exact same instant. Richard’s gaze darted around the small room, 
searching shadows. 

Sammie shrieked and leaped to her feet. 

Richard sprang up in surprise. Ester shrank back. 

Before he could ask her what was wrong, Sammie began screaming 
in a high-pitched shriek born of what looked to be unbridled panic. 
Arms flailing, she retreated blindly until her back smacked into the 
stone wall. In the grip of terror, still screaming, unable to back away 
any farther, she clawed at the air while shrieking in fright. Her head 
twisted from side to side as if she did not want to look at what she 
was seeing. 

The shrill screech was painful. Ester fearfully backed away as far as 
she could. As Sammie turned to run for the doorway, Richard caught 
her, closing his arms tightly around her slender body to keep her from 
getting away. Her spindly arms thrashed frantically, as if she was 
trying to escape something only she could see. She screamed in 
unbridled terror the whole time, twisting madly in Richard’s arms as 
she fought to escape. 

Richard cocooned the squirming girl until he finally gathered her 
wildly flailing arms and pinned them to her sides. 

“Sammie, what is it? What’s wrong?” 

Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I saw it in her...” 

“Tt’s all right. You’re safe, now. What did you see?” 

When she turned in his arms and pushed at him, crying hysterically 
as she again tried to get away, Richard grabbed her firmly by the sides 


of her shoulders to keep her right where she was. Despite his injuries, 
she was no match for his muscle. 

“Sammie, tell me what you saw!” 

“T saw...” was all she could get out between sobs. 

Richard shook her. “Sammie, stop it. You’re safe. Nothing is going 
to hurt you.” He shook her again. “Stop it now. Lives are at stake— 
your mother’s life could very well be at stake. You need to get control 
of yourself and tell me what’s going on. I can’t help fix it if I don’t 
know what’s wrong. Now tell me what you saw in Kahlan.” 

Sammie, tears coursing down her face, shook from head to toe. 

“I saw what is in her,” she sobbed. 

“What do you mean? What did you see in her?” 

Sammie’s face contorted in horror. “I saw death.” 
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Again Sammie tried to turn away. Again Richard turned her back. 

“What do you mean, you saw death? You need to get yourself under 
control and talk to me. What do you mean?” 

Panting in fear, Sammie swiped at the tears running down her 
cheeks. She gulped a few quick breaths and pointed, as if it was plain 
as day, as if he should be able to see it, too. 

“She has death in her.” 

As she again tried to twist away, Richard tightened his grip on her 
shoulders. “Calm down. Take a deep breath. Kahlan is unconscious. 
She can’t hurt you. Pm here with you. I need you to explain what 
you're talking about so that we can figure out what you saw. Kahlan is 
alive. She’s not dead.” 

Sammie’s face wrinkled up as tears sprang anew. “But I saw—” 

“You’re a sorceress,” he said in a firm voice. “Act like one. Your 
mother is gone. She may need help, too. This is important. She would 
want you to stand in her place and do what is needed. You can do 
that, I know you can.” 

Sammie sniffled, trying her best to hold back her tears. She finally 
nodded. 

Ester laid a hand on the girl’s back. “You’re safe, Sammie. Do as 
Lord Rahl says, now.” 

Sammie’s lower lip trembled. She looked from Ester back to 
Richard. 

“Is that what my father saw when he died? Is that what it’s like? 
Did he have to face that? Did my mother see that too? Is that what we 
all face when we die?” 

Richard squeezed her shoulders in sympathy and spoke softly. “Tm 
sorry, Sammie, but I can’t answer that. I don’t know what we see 
when we die. I don’t know what you saw in Kahlan. Now, take a deep 
breath.” 

She took two. 

“Better?” 

She nodded as she pushed her thatch of dark hair back from the 
sides of her face. 

“All right,” Richard said, “now explain to me what happened.” 


Sammie took another steadying breath and then flicked a hand 
toward Kahlan. “I was connected to her, feeling her pain—you know, 
the pain of her smaller injuries, like you suggested. I was, well, I was 
trying to gather up a lot of that pain, collect it, and take it into 
myself.” 

“T understand,” Richard said as he cautiously released her 
shoulders. “Then what?” 

Sammie put one hand on a hip as she pressed the trembling fingers 
of her other hand to her forehead, trying to remember what had 
happened. “Well, I don’t know exactly. I don’t know how to explain 
it.” 

“Do your best, child,” Ester urged. 

Sammie glanced at her and then looked up at Richard’s eyes. “Do 
you know the way the sensation of beginning to do a healing is like 
being caught up in a flow that draws you in, draws you deeper, 
seeking more of the trouble within the person?” 

“Yes, I know what you mean,” Richard said. “It’s like you lose your 
sense of who you are as you become more and more focused on them 
and their pain. It feels like you are dissolving into the other person, 
losing yourself as you slip down into who they are. It seems to gather 
power from you and in that way pulls you onward.” 

Sammie was nodding as he spoke. “That’s what it felt like. When 
I’ve healed other people, though, I wasn’t pulled in like that. This was 
stronger than I’ve ever felt before.” 

“That’s most likely because they weren’t as badly hurt. It’s the need 
that draws you toward it. The more serious the trouble, the stronger 
the need, so the more powerfully it pulls you in. You don’t need to be 
afraid of that sensation. From what I know, that’s not unusual.” 

“That wasn’t the frightening part,” Sammie said as she cast a 
worried look at Kahlan. Her lower lip started quivering again. She 
seemed transfixed, unable to look away from Kahlan lying so still on 
the lambskin. 

Richard put a finger under Sammie’s chin and turned her face back 
toward his. “Go on. Tell me what you saw.” 

Sammie knitted her fingers together as she frowned while recalling 
the experience. “When I started slipping down into her, I began to be 
drawn in faster and faster. It took me deeper than I had expected. I 
realized that I wasn’t trying to go down into her, it was just that 
something kept pulling me down. It was like losing my footing as I 
slid down a steep, slippery slope.” 

“T told you, that’s pretty normal.” 

“That’s what I thought at first. But I soon realized that I wasn’t 
simply going down into her need the way I have with others I’ve 
healed. I wasn’t just being pulled in. I was being drawn toward 


something.” 

“Toward something? Toward what?” Richard asked. 

“Something dark. Something dark and sinister. As I got closer, I 
heard voices.” 

That was something Richard had not expected. “Voices? What kind 
of voices?” 

“At first I didn’t know what the sound was. At first it was a distant 
buzzing. As I sank ever faster toward the darkness within her, I 
realized that what I was hearing were screams.” 

Richard frowned. “Screams? I don’t understand. What do you mean, 
you were hearing screams? How could you hear screams?” 

Sammie stared off, as if experiencing it again. “It was like a 
thousand screams all melted together.” She shook her head at her own 
description, or maybe in an effort to escape the memory. She looked 
back up at him. “No, not like a thousand. Like a million. Like a million 
million. It was like an infinite number of screams welling up from a 
dark place. They were the most horrific, terrifying, anguished screams 
you can imagine. The kind of screams that seemed as if they might 
sear the flesh from your bones.” 

Richard couldn’t help glancing back down at Kahlan. “Did you see 
anything?” he asked. “Did you see where these screams were coming 
from?” 

Sammie twisted her hands, bending her fingers as she tried to find 
words. “I, I was being pulled toward darkness. But then I saw that it 
wasn’t darkness, exactly.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“It was more like a writhing mass of forms. That was where the 
screams were coming from. A turning, churning, tumbling mass of 
spirits that were all wriggling, struggling, squirming, and screaming at 
once.” 

Richard stood stunned, unable to imagine what was going on. 

Sammie looked frustrated trying to come up with the right words 
for what she had seen. “I’m sorry that I can’t explain it very well, but 
when I saw it, felt it, I knew that it was death I was seeing. It was 
death itself. I knew it, that’s all.” 

Richard made himself take a breath. “That certainly sounds 
frightening, and while I can’t explain it, that doesn’t mean that it was 
death you were seeing.” 

Sammie tilted her head to the side as she frowned up at him. “But it 
was, Lord Rahl. I know it was.” 

Richard was impatient to get the young sorceress back to the task of 
healing Kahlan, but he reminded himself that he had to be 
understanding of not only her age and inexperience, but her fears. 
This was all new to her, and her mother was not there to help her. He 


suspected that she was simply misinterpreting the pain resulting from 
the seriousness of Kahlan’s injuries. 

“Sammie, it was probably the terrible pain, the profound hurt 
within Kahlan, that you were encountering. I’ve healed grievously 
injured people before, so I know how frightening it can be. Being 
immersed in their suffering is a dark and daunting experience. Time 
seems to stop. The world of life can seem distant. Lost in that strange 
place with their pain, you know that what is hurting them could kill 
them, and only you can stop it. You know that they’re facing death if 
you can’t help them.” 

“No,” Sammie insisted as she shook her head. “When I looked 
through that shimmering green curtain, I knew I was looking beyond 
the veil into the world of the dead.” 

Richard froze still as stone. The room seemed too quiet, too small, 
too hot. 

“What did you say?” 

Her tongue darted out to wet her lips. “When I looked beyond that 
curtain, I knew that I was looking beyond the veil into—” 

“You said it was green.” 

Sammie’s brow bunched as she fought back new tears. “That’s 
right.” 

“Why would you say it’s green?” 

Perplexed, she frowned up at him. “Because it was. It was like a 
shimmering green curtain of fog. It rippled, brighter and darker, 
something like a wispy, sheer, transparent green curtain moving in a 
breath of breeze. It’s kind of hard to describe. 

“Beyond that awful veil of green I saw what looked to me like a 
churning mass of spirits. They were all screaming as if in terrible 
agony. That was the sound I heard. Some of the forms ripped apart as 
they screamed, while yet more of them constantly boiled up from the 
blackness below to take the place of those that disintegrated, in turn 
adding their ghastly screams to the sea of souls, all fusing into one, 
long, hopeless cry. 

“Some of them saw me and tried to grab for me, but they couldn’t 
reach through that green veil. Others beckoned me to come to them 
instead. It was death calling to me, trying to pull me in.” 

Richard turned and stared down at Kahlan. He had encountered the 
underworld a number of times. The veil before the world of the dead 
was always an eerie green color. 

He slowly sank to his knees beside the unconscious form of the 
woman he loved more than life itself. “Dear spirits, what is going on?” 


CHAPTER 


10 


“What is it?” Ester looked back and forth between Sammie and 
Kahlan. “Lord Rahl, what is it? Do you know what it means? Do you 
know what’s wrong with her?” 

Instead of answering, Richard laid a hand on Kahlan’s shoulder, 
feeling her warmth, her breathing, the life in her. Despite how sick he 
felt, he ignored his own pain. She was in grave trouble and needed 
help. She needed gifted help. 

She needed more help than Sammie was able to give. 

He shut himself off from everything around him as he retreated into 
the calm center within himself. The people outside in the corridors 
and rooms of the cliff dwelling no longer seemed at all close. The faint 
undertone of their voices gradually faded away. Ester’s and Sammie’s 
voices became distant murmurs as he focused on what needed to be 
done, on what Kahlan needed done. 

In that inner silence, he sought to release himself into Kahlan to 
heal her, or at least to try to sense what the problem was. He wanted 
to see it for himself. He wanted to deal with it himself. He wanted to 
extinguish that hidden terror. Most of all, he wanted to take away her 
pain. He ached to see her open her eyes and smile up at him. 

Even though he had healed Kahlan before when she had been 
grievously hurt, this time as he tried desperately to call forth that 
healing ability within himself, he couldn’t seem to find the way to do 
it. It didn’t exactly feel as if he was having difficulty recalling how to 
heal—it felt more like he had never known how to do it. It was 
maddening to feel like he knew where he wanted to go, to know that 
he had been there before, but not to be able to find the path back. 

Whatever he had done in the past to heal people seemed simply to 
no longer be there. If he didn’t know better, he would think that he 
had never healed anyone before. He couldn’t imagine what 
component was missing, or how to find it. 

Where he should have felt his inner empathy coming to the surface 
to take him into Kahlan’s suffering, he felt nothing. 

As desperate as he was to help her, he realized that wasn’t the only 
trouble on his hands. 

He knew without a doubt that he should have at least felt 


something, but he didn’t. He remembered all too well that it had been 
much the same back at the wagon when he had reached down inside 
himself to call on his gift to help him protect Kahlan from those men. 
Nothing had happened then, either. If there was ever a case where his 
gift should have worked, it would be to protect her and to heal her. 

It wasn’t that he was simply too injured himself or too weak to heal 
her. He knew now that something more was going on. Whatever the 
problem, he didn’t know how to compensate for it. 

His level of fear and alarm rose as he wondered if his gift was gone. 

In place of the healing power of his gift that he should have felt, he 
realized that he could hear the slightest of sounds. As he concentrated 
on listening, trying to hear what it was, his blood ran cold as he 
realized that it sounded like distant screams. 

He didn’t know if those screams were coming from something he 
felt in Kahlan ... or in himself. He wondered if he might be imagining 
it. He couldn’t help feeling haunted by the things Sammie had told 
him she had experienced. 

He fought back a rising sense of panic. He had told Sammie to calm 
down, that panic wouldn’t help. He knew that he had to take his own 
advice. He had to think if he was to act effectively. 

For whatever reason, what he was doing to try to heal Kahlan was 
not working. He opened his eyes, rose up, and took a long stride back 
to the girl. 

“Did you sense it in her, too?” Sammie asked. 

Richard shook his head. “What else did you sense in her?” 

Sammie looked confused by the question and intimidated by him 
towering over her. “Nothing. I was afraid. I drew back out of her.” 

Richard turned to look down at Kahlan, pinching his lower lip as he 
thought it through. 

Whatever was wrong with Kahlan, it had to have happened in the 
Hedge Maid’s lair. Whatever was wrong with him had started there as 
well. He and Kahlan had both been unconscious when Zedd, Nicci, 
and Cara found them. 

Richard remembered killing the Hedge Maid. He had been warned 
that his sword, and his gift, would not work against her. The Omen 
machine, though, had given him a prophecy: Your only chance is to let 
the truth escape. 

With that clue, he had realized that the way to stop that vile 
creature was to cut the leather strips sewing her mouth closed. Doing 
so had caused her to release an inner scream held back for most of her 
life by those leather strips. It had brought about the release of the 
corruption and death that had been contained and festering within 
her. 

First, though, knowing what he had been about to do, Richard had 


wadded up small pieces of cloth and stuffed them in Kahlan’s and his 
own ears to keep both of them from hearing that malevolent cry born 
in the world of the dead—to prevent them from hearing the call of 
death itself. 

At least, he thought it had kept them from hearing it. 

He turned back to Sammie. “I need you to use your gift on me, the 
way you did when you tried to heal Kahlan. I need to know if you can 
sense that same thing in me that you sensed in her.” 

Sammie shook her head as she shrank back. 

“Listen to me!” he yelled, freezing her in her tracks. “Lives are at 
stake. I’m not asking you to go beyond that green veil and cross over 
into what you sensed as death, but I need to know if the same thing 
you sensed in Kahlan is within me as well.” 

When she again started backing away he grabbed her slender wrist. 
“Listen to me, Sammie. You were able to back out of Kahlan, weren’t 
you?” 

Her eyes turned fearfully toward Kahlan. “Yes.” 

“So then it can’t pull you in. Whatever you sensed in her doesn’t 
have the power to do that. You are in control. Even though you went 
down deep into her you pulled yourself back out, didn’t you?” 

She didn’t answer. 

“Didn’t you?” he repeated. 

He knew that he was frightening her, but it couldn’t be helped. 

“T suppose so,” she finally said. 

“Then you are the one in control, not what you saw in her. That 
evil may try to pull you toward it, but you have free will and are able 
to resist that dark call. You make the choice not to be pulled in by 
evil.” 

Sammie let her arm drop when he released her wrist. “I guess 
you're right.” 

“I know I am,” Richard said. “I know because you came back of 
your own free will. But I also know because others were healing 
Kahlan and me when we were attacked. They both have vast 
experience and know a great deal more about healing than either you 
or I will likely ever know. They would have sensed what was in her 
and they wouldn’t have been trying to heal her if it was a lethal trap.” 

“But how can you be sure that they were healing her?” 

“They healed the wound on her stomach.” 

Sammie thought it over for a moment. “You're right,” she finally 
admitted. “I felt that healing. I could tell that it was fresh, that not 
long before me someone else had been there healing her.” 

“And they came back. You were able to come back, too. That means 
you are in control. You aren’t helpless to that call of death.” 

She looked considerably more calm, even if she didn’t look at ease. 


“That makes sense.” 

Richard took a step closer to her. “I need you to check me. I need to 
know if that same sickness is in me.” 

She appraised his eyes for a moment with a look that was well 
beyond her years. 

“You suspect that you have the same thing in you that she has in 
her, and you think that may be what’s keeping your gift from 
working,” she said. 

It wasn’t a question. 

Richard arched an eyebrow, then sat on the floor and crossed his 
legs. “Come on. Do it now. I need to know.” 

Sammie let out a frustrated sigh, then gave in and sat before him. 
She followed Richard’s gaze to see a cat that had just sauntered into 
the room, peeking in the dark places behind the pillows against the far 
wall the way cats liked to do. 

“I think that the cat sensed what I saw in the Mother Confessor,” 
Sammie said. 

“The cat?” 

She nodded as she crossed her legs, the way he had done. “My 
mother says that cats are sensitive to spirits, to things from the world 
of the dead.” 

Richard looked at the girl for a moment without saying anything, 
then held his hands out. “Take my hands. Try to heal a few of my 
wounds. Do what you did with Kahlan.” 

Sammie gave in with a sigh and finally took his hands. Richard, 
having trouble holding his left arm up, rested his forearms across his 
knees. His bite wound had started bleeding again. 

Her hands looked tiny holding his. It occurred to him that right 
then, despite her young age and her inexperience, she wielded more 
power than he did. Not a comforting thought. 

The girl closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. Richard did the 
same, hoping to help her do her job. Ester stood off to the side 
wringing her hands as she watched. 

Richard tried not to think about what Sammie was doing, about 
what she might find. Instead, he thought about Zedd, Nicci, Cara, and 
Cara’s husband, Ben, the general who had led the troops to come find 
Richard and Kahlan. Richard needed to know what had happened to 
them. They would never have willingly left him and Kahlan to their 
fate. 

He remembered the bones and remnants of uniforms. He 
remembered what the two men had said, that those with Richard and 
Kahlan had been attacked by people called the Shun-tuk. He 
remembered seeing masses of dead attackers. He remembered the 
vulgar visage of one of those dead whose bloodstained teeth had all 


been filed to points to better rip into flesh. 

With the Hedge Maid dead, he had thought that the battle was over. 
It appeared that it had only just begun. Something more was going on. 
Something more than he understood. 

He needed to find answers and he knew that time was working 
against everyone. If those people he cared so much about were in the 
hands of the Shun-tuk, then every day that went by made their 
survival less likely. The longer Kahlan went without gifted help, the 
worse he feared she was going to get. He was not much better off 
himself. 

These people, too, the people of Stroyza, were in trouble, probably 
a great deal more trouble than they realized. They were used to the 
harsh conditions and dangers of the Dark Lands, but these savages 
who ate human flesh appeared to be something new. 

Sammie gasped suddenly and yanked her hands back, releasing his 
as if they had burst into flames. 

Richard leaned in. “What did you see?” 

Sammie’s eyes were wide with terror and brimming with tears. Her 
breathing was ragged and quick. 

“T felt your pain,” she whispered. “Dear spirits, how can you stand 
it?” 

“T don’t have a choice. The lives of those I love and the people I am 
sworn to protect are at stake. That’s what matters to me the most at 
the moment. Now, what else did you feel?” 

Sammie swiped tears from under her eyes. “I felt the same thing, 
Lord Rahl. You have the same thing in you as the Mother Confessor. 
Death, behind the veil of green. You both have death in you.” 

Richard couldn’t say that he was surprised. He hadn’t really 
expected anything different. Both he and Kahlan had been exposed to 
the Hedge Maid’s screams, screams that had been unleashed from the 
underworld itself. 

He looked up at Ester’s ashen face. “Bring Henrik to me.” 

“You want the boy?” she looked confused. “Now? Lord Rahl, your 
wounds must be tended to. Your arm is bleeding again and it must—” 

“Now,” Richard said. 
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Richard turned from Kahlan’s unconscious form when he heard the 
sound of feet shuffling out in the passageway. Ester lifted the 
sheepskin out of the way for Henrik to duck in under it. When the boy 
saw Richard, he smiled, but the smile clearly betrayed his worry. 

Richard returned the smile, trying to convey a sense of his own 
worry. “Thanks for coming, Henrik. Come, sit by me.” 

Henrik cautiously sat on the floor, close to Richard and Sammie. His 
eyes, reflecting points of candlelight, lingered on Kahlan. He would be 
dead if not for her coming into Jit’s lair and freeing him. 

“Is the Mother Confessor going to be all right, Lord Rahl?” 

Richard shook his head. “I don’t know yet. We don’t know enough 
about exactly what’s wrong with her. I’m hoping that you can fill in 
some of the blanks and tell me something that will help us to know 
how to heal her.” 

“I don’t know much about sickness and such, but I don’t think you 
can heal her.” 

Richard was taken by surprise. “Why do you say that?” 

“Because of what I overheard Zedd and Nicci talking about. They 
said that they could only hope to help both of you temporarily, until 
they could get you back to the People’s Palace.” 

Puzzled, Sammie scooted a little closer. “The People’s Palace? 
Really? A palace? Did you hear why?” 

Henrik nodded. 

Seeing that they would be busy in conversation, Ester took the 
opportunity to pull the bucket of water and the bandages closer so 
that she could go back to her work on Kahlan’s wounds. 

Richard lifted a hand, stopping Henrik from answering Sammie’s 
question. “I need you to start at the beginning. Tell me everything that 
happened. It’s important that we know all the details. Don’t leave 
anything out. Sometimes the little details have meaning that you may 
not realize are important, but I would.” 

Richard couldn’t help thinking of all the times Zedd had told him 
the same thing. Zedd always wanted every little detail. Richard felt a 
little uncomfortable finding himself repeating those same things that 
he used to find so frustrating when Zedd had insisted on them. 


Henrik pushed his disorderly fall of hair back from his eyes. “Well, 
the Mother Confessor came in and cut me out of the walls made of 
thorny vines that the Hedge Maid had used to imprison me, but then 
Jit showed up and captured her right as I was able to escape—but you 
already know that much of it because I ran into you as I was running 
out of Jit’s lair. 

“You told me that your friends were on their way from the People’s 
Palace to help you, and you asked me to go and tell them where you 
and the Mother Confessor were. So I kept running and not too long 
after that I found the whole column of cavalry accompanying Zedd, 
Nicci, and Cara. They were pretty impatient to find you both. I told 
them where you were, and that Jit had the Mother Confessor. I told 
them that you were going to go in to save her. 

“T went with them so I could show them the way. When we finally 
got to the Hedge Maid’s place we found you and the Mother Confessor 
inside. Jit was dead. She looked like her whole body had been torn 
apart from the inside. There was blood everywhere. It was a frightful 
sight. 

“You and the Mother Confessor were both unconscious and 
bleeding badly. After Cara and the soldiers cut you out of the thorny 
vines where the Hedge Maid had you both trapped, Zedd burned that 
awful place to the ground. It was strange seeing such a fire burning in 
the middle of a watery swamp. It was a fierce fire. It lit the bottoms of 
the clouds. There’s not a scrap of Jit’s place left.” 

“Pm glad to hear that much of it,” Richard said half to himself. 
“Then what?” 

Henrik’s mouth twisted a little as he frowned in recollection. “The 
soldiers laid you both in the back of a wagon. Cara was so angry that 
you and the Mother Confessor were hurt that she looked ready to spit 
fire herself.” 

Richard couldn’t help smiling. “I can only imagine.” His smile faded 
when he thought about the danger Cara and the rest of them were in. 
He needed to find them, and soon. 

“Go on.” 

“With the cavalry leading, we started back, headed for the People’s 
Palace,” Henrik said. “Zedd and Nicci were tending to the both of you. 
At first, Zedd was really upset about how badly you were both hurt. 

“As they were walking along beside the wagon, Zedd found a little 
wad of rolled-up cloth in your ear. Nicci found the same thing in 
Kahlan’s ears. She said ‘No wonder they’re alive.’ 

“Zedd didn’t understand. Nicci told him that it was said that the 
scream of a Hedge Maid, if she were ever to open her mouth all the 
way and let it out, was the sound of the Keeper of the underworld 
himself. Nicci said that the sound of such a scream would pull the 


Hedge Maid and anyone who hears it into the underworld. She said 
that the unleashed scream of a Hedge Maid is death, even to herself, 
so at a young age, before they can fully develop a voice capable of 
calling death into the world of life, a Hedge Maid’s mother sews her 
lips shut with leather strips imbued with occult powers that hold 
death back. 

“Nicci said that she suspected that you both were alive because you 
stuffed those wads of cloth in your ears and that shielded you from the 
full power of that scream. 

“Zedd wanted to know how she knew so much about such things. 
Nicci said that she knew because she had once been a Sister of the 
Dark serving the Keeper of the underworld. She said that Hedge Maids 
were vile creatures who use a kind of occult conjuring that is directly 
linked to the world of the dead. 

“She said that such powers were a perversion of the Grace and as 
such not able to be touched by regular gifted ability. She said that was 
what made a Hedge Maid so dangerous, that Lord Rahl and the 
Mother Confessor would have no power against her. 

“Nicci explained to them, then, how you both were touched not just 
by the Hedge Maid’s occult conjuring and the things she was doing to 
you, but more importantly you were both touched by her scream. She 
said that through that scream you both were touched by death itself 
and therefore infected with it.” 

Sammie gave Richard a look, as if to say “I told you so.” 

Richard rolled his hand for Henrik to go on. 

“Well, Zedd didn’t exactly believe everything Nicci was telling him 
about the power of such a scream born in the underworld and death 
infecting you both.” 

“Sound familiar?” Sammie asked under her breath. 

Richard gave her a sideways look but didn’t say anything. 

Henrik was involved in his story and didn’t hear her. “So Nicci put 
two fingers on Kahlan’s head. She told Zedd, ‘Here, see for yourself.’ 
He leaned in and put two fingers on Kahlan’s head next to Nicci’s 
fingers. She asked if he felt it. 

“Zedd said that he felt some kind of frightening, deathly darkness. 
Nicci told him that what he was feeling was the touch of death from 
the Hedge Maid that you both carried in you.” 

“Just like I said,” Sammie noted. 

Richard nodded. “You were right.” 

She smiled at the triumph as Henrik continued his story. 

“Zedd was really afraid because of what he’d felt in Kahlan. Cara 
got scared, too. She asked if you both were going to die because you 
had death hiding in you. Nicci said not if she had anything to do with 
it. 


“Nicci said that you both were only alive because the wads of cloth 
you had stuffed in your ears blunted the full sounds of death’s call, but 
it still had infected you both.” 

“Did they say how to heal them?” Sammie asked, suddenly excited 
about the possibility of having an answer to the riddle. 

“Nicci said that she thought she could do it, but that it had to be 
done in something called a containment field.” 

Richard felt as if the floor fell out from under him. It was no longer 
a simple matter of being healed by a gifted person. This was no simple 
injury. It was going to take more than a simple healing if the real 
threat within them was to be addressed. 

“A containment field?” Sammie’s nose wrinkled up. “What’s a 
containment field?” 

Henrik shrugged with the discomfort of not having the answer for 
her. 

“Its a place that keeps any foreign spells out while you work on or 
open up dangerous forms of magic,” Richard told her. “More 
importantly, though, it also keeps contained those things you unleash 
—either intentionally or accidentally. Things you wouldn’t want 
escaping.” 

Sammie looked stunned by the description. “Where can we get one 
of these containment fields? How do you make one?” 

“They’re ancient,” Richard said. “As far as I know, they were made 
ages ago by powerful wizards. I only know of a few, and they’re 
thousands of years old.” 

“There’s one at the People’s Palace,” Henrik said. 

“That’s right,” Richard said as he nodded. “The Garden of Life is a 
containment field.” 

Henrik squinted as he tried to recount it all accurately. “Nicci told 
Zedd that she needed a containment field to shield you and the 
Mother Confessor while she did what was needed. She said that she 
had to remove the touch of death lodged within you both. 

“She said that because the Grace was corrupted and twisted within 
you both by that infection, if they tried to remove it outside a 
containment field, then the call of death would draw the Keeper of the 
dead to you and both of you would die. She said that they could heal 
your other injuries, though, and they should do that right away to 
keep you alive until they could get back to the containment field.” 

Sammie was astonished by such exotic tales. “I would love to see a 
palace. I bet it’s magnificent. I never heard of a containment field 
before. What does it look like?” 

Richard gestured overhead. “This particular one at the People’s 
Palace is a beautiful garden with a glass roof and—” 

“Glass roof!” Sammie’s jaw fell open. “I’ve never even dreamed of 


such an incredible thing. I’d give anything to see such a grand palace.” 

“Maybe someday you can,” Richard said. He was impatient for 
Henrik to go on with the story. “Then what?” 

“Zedd said that they needed to hurry back to the palace, because 
you were both hurt so bad. He bent in over Kahlan, worried about the 
terrible wound on her stomach. Bouncing in the wagon made it open 
up and it was bleeding a lot. While he started to heal her, Nicci 
walked along on the other side of the wagon and reached down to 
start healing you, Lord Rahl. 

“Cara was relieved to see that Zedd and Nicci were finally working 
on healing you both, so she got up into the wagon’s seat and sat next 
to her husband, General Meiffert. She helped pull me up to sit next to 
her while Zedd and Nicci worked.” 

“So why didn’t they finish healing us?” Richard asked. “What 
happened to everyone?” 

Henrik looked like he wished he didn’t have to tell that part of the 
story. 
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Henrik’s face turned grim as he stared off into his memories. 

“Well,” he said at last as he went on with the account, “we were 
going as fast as General Meiffert said he dared push the horses. 
Everyone was worried about you and the Mother Confessor and they 
all wanted to get you out of the Dark Lands and back to the palace. 

“Zedd and Nicci both had to climb up in the wagon so they could 
work on healing you. Zedd cursed, then, and told them that they were 
going to have to slow down because the Mother Confessor was hurt 
bad and he needed to close up the wound, but he couldn’t do it when 
the wagon was bouncing around.” 

“Did they say anything at all about what they were going to do to 
heal them?” Sammie asked the boy as she eagerly leaned in. “Did they 
say how they were able to do it with that touch of death in them?” 

Henrik shook his head. “I don’t know anything about healing or 
how magic works. I only know that I heard Nicci say to Zedd that they 
could heal the injuries, but would have to leave the touch of death in 
them until they got to the palace and the containment field.” 

“That much of it is good news,” Richard told Sammie. “It confirms 
what I thought, that you can do a healing of the other problems even 
with what you saw in us.” 

She nodded in thought as she listened to Henrik go on. 

“It was getting dark. Zedd and Nicci bent over you both, using their 
gift to heal you.” As he stared off into his memories again, his voice 
occasionally broke. “As they worked, everyone else was keeping a 
close watch on the surrounding countryside. The Dark Lands are a 
dangerous enough place in the daylight, but everyone knows that out 
here you don’t want to be outside at night if you can help it.” 

Henrik idly fingered the edge of the coarse carpet they were sitting 
on. “I guess we couldn’t help it.” 

“I guess not,” Richard said, feeling guilty for being the one 
responsible for bringing his friends into the Dark Lands to help him. 

“We were going along for a while without talking, going pretty slow 
as Zedd had instructed so he and Nicci could concentrate on trying to 
heal both of you. Then, all of a sudden, they both looked up.” 

“At the same time?” Sammie asked. 


Henrik nodded. 

“If they both looked up at the same time it must be because they 
sensed something through their gift,” Sammie said to Richard. 

Richard only nodded, not wanting to interrupt Henrik’s story. 

“Zedd whispered to the general, up on the wagon seat on the other 
side of Cara from me, that there were people out there in the 
darkness. The general asked how many people. Zedd paused a 
moment, and then said, ‘A lot of people.’ I looked around but I 
couldn’t see anyone.” 

Henrik stared off into the distance, as if seeing it in his mind’s eye 
again. “Even though I couldn’t see them, it seemed as though I could 
feel their eyes watching us from back in the darkness of the trees. 
There was forest all around, and it gave whatever Zedd and Nicci 
sensed plenty of places to hide. 

“With the clouds, the moon didn’t provide much light. It was hard 
to see much of anything. Whoever was back in those dark woods, we 
couldn’t see them.” 

Henrik swallowed. “I was afraid. Really afraid. I think everyone 
kind of knew that we might be in some kind of trouble, but no one 
knew what to expect. I saw some of the soldiers get a better grip on 
their lances while others touched their swords, all of them making 
sure that their weapons were ready. 

“Then, all of a sudden, we saw movement off at the tree line to the 
right. Even as dark as it was, there was still enough light that we were 
able to see masses of people as they poured out of the woods. None of 
them made a sound as they came rushing out of the trees. They 
weren't yelling battle cries or anything. That silence from those people 
made it even more frightening to watch them coming. There were so 
many that it looked like the ground was moving. I was scared to 
death. 

“Cara asked her husband if we shouldn’t try running with the 
wagon. Before the general could answer, Zedd spoke up to say that we 
couldn’t outrun them. He said that they were out ahead of us as well 
as behind. He said we were surrounded. 

“The soldiers pulled their horses around to shield the wagon. All the 
lancers formed an outer ring and lowered their lances toward the 
advancing horde. It was hard to imagine anyone trying to run up on 
those lancers. 

“At the same time, other men, in an inner ring behind the lancers, 
drew their swords. Yet others pulled battle-axes from hooks on their 
weapon belts. There weren’t a lot of soldiers with us and seeing how 
many people were rushing in toward us I wished there were more, but 
they were D’Haran soldiers, after all. Seeing all those big men draw 
their weapons made me think that maybe we had a chance.” 


They would not have been regular D’Haran soldiers. Richard knew 
that the men who had come from the palace with Zedd, Nicci, and 
Cara would have been men of the First File. The First File, led by 
General Meiffert, were the Lord Rahl’s personal guards at the People’s 
Palace. They weren’t simply the biggest and best of the D’Haran 
troops, they were the elite fighters. They were disciplined, skilled in 
combat, and prepared to fight. They lived for just this sort of duty. 
They had competed all their lives to earn their place at the point of 
the spear. 

“Zedd stood up in the wagon trying to see better,” Henrik said. 
“Nicci stood up too, growling in anger over having to stop working on 
healing you, Lord Rahl, saying that she needed more time. As people 
kept streaming out of the woods, all of them running toward us, Zedd 
told her that it looked to him like their time had run out. 

“General Meiffert told his men that he didn’t want to stand and 
fight, but it looked like they were going to have to. Cara suggested 
putting you and the Mother Confessor over the back of horses. She 
said she and a couple soldiers could run for safety while the rest of the 
soldiers held the horde at bay. Zedd said in a low voice that it was a 
bad idea. When she asked why, he said that the worst thing you could 
do was run from predators because it excited them to chase. He said 
that there were people coming in from all directions and they would 
run down anyone who tried to get away.” 

The room was dead silent except for the soft, sputtering hiss of the 
candle flames. Sammie sat frozen, wide-eyed as she waited to hear 
what had happened next. Even Ester had stopped working. Her hand, 
holding a poultice, floated frozen above Kahlan. 

“Then Zedd threw his hands toward the sky, sending up a flare of 
light,” Henrik said. “At first, as it rose high up into the air, it was only 
a spark, but then it exploded into a bright, sparkling fire that lit the 
countryside all around.” 

Henrik’s eyes brimmed with tears. “In that flare of light, we could 
finally see the thousands and thousands coming for us. I saw not only 
men racing toward us, but women, too. Most of the men had no shirts 
and were bare-legged. I didn’t see any of them with swords or spears 
or shields. A lot of them had knives, though. So did the women. Our 
men were on horseback and had much better weapons. I would have 
felt better about that were we not so overwhelmingly outnumbered. 

“The fire that Zedd had sent up started to die out, and it was getting 
harder to see all the people racing toward us. As they got even closer, 
he tried to send up another flare of fire to replace the one that was 
fading, but nothing happened. Nicci asked what was wrong. Zedd 
looked confused. He stammered and said that he didn’t know. So Nicci 
tried then, but it didn’t work for her, either.” 


Henrik swallowed again and looked down for a moment. Richard 
put a hand on the boy’s shoulder but didn’t say anything, instead 
giving him the time to find his words. 

Henrik cleared his throat. “When they were close enough that they 
would be able to hear him, the commander of the cavalry stood in his 
stirrups and yelled at the people running in toward us, warning them 
to stop, to stay back, or they would die. It didn’t do any good. 

“All the people had been silent up till then, but after the general 
told them to stay back or they would die, they started yelling battle 
cries, like they were eager for such a fight. It wasn’t the battle cries of 
soldiers, but some kind of shrill shrieks. It sounded to me like they 
were evil spirits charging out from the world of the dead. Their yells 
all jumbled together into an eerie howl that made my hair stand on 
end. 

“When General Meiffert saw that they weren’t going to stop, and we 
could see the knives raised, there was no doubt that they intended to 
attack us, so he ordered the cavalry to cut them down before they 
could get too close. About half the men raced away across the open 
ground while the other half shielded the wagon. 

“The cavalry sliced into the leading edge of the swarm, cutting 
them down like scything down a wheat field at harvest. Even though 
it was dark, there was enough light from the moon that I could see 
people falling in great numbers. 

“T was relieved, thinking that such powerful cavalrymen would 
cause the attackers to break and flee in fright. But then I saw that the 
enemy didn’t fear the men on horseback. Most didn’t even cry out as 
they were cut down. Even though the cavalry was slicing down 
hundreds of enemy, it seemed that for every one that fell ten more 
appeared out of the trees. 

“Then I saw the first man unhorsed. He was a big man, fighting 
fiercely, cutting down attackers by the dozens as he charged through 
the leading edge of the enemy. Unafraid, the people paid no attention 
to the danger and swarmed in around him as he was attacking. He 
hacked them to pieces as they came. His horse trampled a number of 
them. But he was overwhelmed by the incredible numbers pressing in 
on him. 

“There were so many people piling in that there was no room for all 
those who were trying to get at him. They swarmed in, climbing over 
the backs of others both living and dead, trying to be the first to get at 
him. People were trampled and crushed by their own kind. None of 
them seemed to care about the dead and dying. They only cared about 
getting at the man on horseback. 

“Despite how the soldier and his powerful horse struggled and 
fought, the weight of all the people finally dragged the big animal to a 


stop. Even as other soldiers raced to try to help him, hacking at the 
enemy to get through, I saw dozens and dozens of arms flailing, 
stabbing at the horse until it went down.” 

Henrik swallowed again, and again wiped at his eyes. “Then they 
all piled on the man like a pack of wolves. The thing was, they weren’t 
stabbing at him, like they had been stabbing at the horse.” 

Sammie frowned when Henrik fell silent for a time. “What were 
they doing, then?” 

Richard knew the answer. It had almost happened to him. 

“The throng seized his arms, legs, even his hair, and from what I 
could see it looked like they were all ripping into him with their teeth. 
They were tearing into him like a pack of wolves on a lamb.” 


CHAPTER 
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Sammie glanced at the bleeding bite wound on Richard’s arm. “Just 
like the way they were starting to use their teeth when they attacked 
you, Lord Rahl.” 

“It would seem so,” Richard said, waiting for Henrik to gather his 
thoughts and go on. 

Richard knew that what he was hearing from Henrik about the 
bizarre attack fit with what he had overheard from the two men who 
had attacked him. As he had been waking up, he heard them talking 
about the Shun-tuk eating people. He remembered all too well seeing 
human bones and parts of D’Haran uniforms not far from the wagon. 
He didn’t know how many more such remains there might have been 
out in the darkness. He feared to imagine. 

From what Richard knew, as crazy as it sounded, the two men had 
thought they could somehow capture his soul by eating him. Had it 
not been for the people of Stroyza, they surely would have killed him 
in the attempt. 

“I saw more of our men going down,” Henrik said, his jaw 
trembling. “I heard some of those men scream in pain as they were 
pulled from their horses and torn apart while they were still alive and 
struggling.” 

“What about Zedd and Nicci?” Richard asked. “Weren’t they using 
their gift to try to stop this horde of people? I’ve seen Zedd use 
wizard’s fire on enemy troops. It’s devastating, even when the enemy 
was coming in great numbers like you describe. The two of them 
should have been able to do something.” 

Henrik wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Zedd was trying, Lord Rahl. 
As the charge of all those people got closer, more of our men joined 
the battle to try to fight them back and keep them away from you and 
the Mother Confessor in the wagon. The soldiers fought fiercely but 
the swarm of people were all howling like demons that had escaped 
the underworld and they just kept coming. 

“With all the yelling and screaming, it was hard to hear. But I did 
hear Zedd and Nicci talking. The two of them were pretty frantic to do 
something that would help keep the advancing people away. I don’t 
know much about such things and I didn’t hear all of what they were 


saying, but I could tell that they were both trying their best to conjure 
things and cast their power out to fight back the waves of people 
charging toward us. It seemed that nothing they were doing, though, 
was working the way they expected. I don’t know what was wrong, 
but I can tell you that as hard as they were trying, if their gift would 
have been working right they might have been able to stop the enemy. 

“Sometimes, though, something they did would work. At least, it 
worked to a degree. When nothing else seemed to work, I saw both 
Zedd and Nicci push their arms out together, with their palms raised, 
as if pushing against an invisible wall. When they did that, 
occasionally groups of people were thrown back and tumbled across 
the ground, knocking down others behind them. It blew them back 
like leaves in a gust of wind. While it did work, it only worked against 
small numbers at a time. It was taking them a lot of effort to do that 
much but it wasn’t nearly enough to cope with the endless numbers 
that were racing toward us across the open ground. 

“Zedd looked over at Cara, then, and told her what even I could see, 
that something was wrong with their abilities and it wasn’t going to 
be enough. The general said that above all else they had to protect 
you, Lord Rahl, and the Mother Confessor. He told Zedd, then, that if 
they all took a stand to defend the wagon, the people coming for them 
would know that we were protecting something important. 

“Nicci asked what he was proposing. The general said that they had 
to abandon the wagon. 

“I thought Cara might break his neck for saying that. She yelled at 
him, saying that as long as she was alive and could fight, she wouldn’t 
leave you for anything. He shouted her down, saying that if they left 
the wagon, like it didn’t mean anything to them, and instead made it 
look like they were running to try to escape, then the enemy would 
come after them and leave the wagon, thinking it was unimportant. 
He said that they appeared to want to attack and kill them. He said 
that they weren’t dying by the hundreds just to steal what looked to 
be nothing more than an empty wagon. 

“Nicci said that he was right. Zedd said that he hated to admit it, 
but he agreed. He also said that they had better hurry and decide or it 
was going to be too late for the plan to do any good. 

“Cara’s jaw was clenched so tight she couldn’t speak. Her face was 
as red as her leather outfit. Finally, she growled and leaped down into 
the bed of the wagon. She hurried to unfurl an old tarp that was 
shoved in the corner and with Nicci’s help pulled it out and along the 
wagon bed, covering up the both of you so that it looked like it was 
just a mostly empty supply wagon.” 

Richard finally understood the mystery of why he and Kahlan were 
all alone in the back of the wagon, unconscious, lying under a tarp. 


“I don’t know that I would have thought of doing that,” Richard 
said. “Ben is a general for good reason. So what happened next?” 

“Cara lifted me off the wagon seat and set me down in the bed of 
the wagon with her. While her husband, Zedd, and Nicci jumped to 
the ground, she bent close and pointed her Agiel at my face. She told 
me to listen, and listen close. She quickly glanced toward a spot in the 
woods to the other side from most of the attackers, to where I didn’t 
see anyone. 

“She leaned close again and asked if I saw the path into the woods. 
I didn’t see it, but I was afraid to say so. She said that she wanted me 
to run for that path and get away.” 

“Run?” Sammie asked. “If there was a place where there were no 
people, then why didn’t all of you go that way and try to escape?” 

“I asked her that. I begged her to come with me. She said that 
carrying Lord Rahl and the Mother Confessor would slow them down 
and not only that, but they couldn’t see to run fast enough in the 
woods. She said that with that many of them running to try to escape 
they would be spotted and chased. She said they would be caught in 
there, and then the enemy would have Lord Rahl and the Mother 
Confessor. 

“She said that above all, saving you, Lord Rahl, and the Mother 
Confessor was what mattered to D’Hara and to the future of everyone. 

“She told me that Benjamin was right, that this was the only chance 
they had to save you both, but they had to act fast. She said they 
would run in another direction making it look like they were trying to 
get away so that the people would chase after them and hopefully not 
even realize that the two of you had been left hidden in the 
abandoned wagon. 

“T asked what was going to happen to her and the general, and Zedd 
and Nicci, and all the rest of the men.” Henrik paused briefly to choke 
back a sob. “Cara gritted her teeth and said they were doing what they 
had to do to protect you.” 

Henrik dissolved into tears, choking back sobs. Sammie put a hand 
over his and softly told him that she understood. Her eyes, too, 
brimmed with tears. She told the boy that the same thing had 
happened to her father, and that her mother was missing. She told 
him that she knew what it felt like to hurt inside from losing people 
you loved. 

Henrik was surprised to hear about her parents. He told her that he 
was sorry. Sammie squeezed his hand and told him that there was 
grave trouble at hand, and they all had to be brave. 

When she asked, Henrik finally went on with the story. “Cara lifted 
me down over the side of the wagon and set me on the ground. The 
general yelled back to her from the other side of the wagon, telling 


her to hurry. She nodded then turned back to me. 

“She pointed her Agiel at my face again and told me to run like the 
wind and get away. She told me that I had to get away so that I could 
find help for Lord Rahl and the Mother Confessor. She said that they 
were all counting on me. She said that they would try to lead the 
enemy in the other direction to buy me time so that I could slip away 
through the woods and find help. 

“T was terrified. I didn’t want to leave them. I asked what was going 
to happen to her and the others. 

“She said not to worry about them. She said that my job was to run, 
to get away, and to find help. I stood there trembling, staring at her, 
unable to believe it was happening. Cara grabbed my jaw and said, 
‘Run. Don’t look back. Don’t stop for anything. Get help for them. 
Understand?’ I nodded that I did. I couldn’t answer because I was too 
afraid to talk. 

“Cara pointed off into the darkness with her Agiel and said, ‘Go!’ I 
turned to go, but then she grabbed my arm. 

“T turned back and she was real close, looking right into my eyes. 
She said, ‘Don’t let us die for nothing, Henrik. Find them help no 
matter what. Make our lives count for something. Get them help.’ I 
said, ‘I promise, Cara.’ 

“As I turned to run, I saw her race around the wagon to join the 
others. And then they all ran, the howling enemy right on their heels.” 

Henrik’s words dissolved into sobs. 

Richard was in so much pain that his hands shook. His breathing 
was ragged. But the pain seemed distant in the numb haze of his grief. 

He rubbed the boy’s shoulder, understanding his emotions, feeling 
great sorrow for his ordeal. His own heartache felt as if it would crush 
his chest. 

“As I ran toward the woods, I finally spotted the trail,” Henrik said, 
trying mightily to pull himself together enough to finish the story. “I 
heard the howls around me. I raced onto the trail without slowing to 
look back. Before I had taken ten strides down the dark trail, I saw 
someone moving back in the trees. I froze. They didn’t spot me. I saw 
dark shapes moving through the brush. I realized that the enemy was 
in the woods and remembered that Zedd had said that they were all 
around us. They had been lying in wait in case anyone tried to escape 
in that direction.” 

“It was a trap,” Richard said. “They made it look empty and inviting 
as an escape route to draw people in. They were waiting in ambush.” 

Henrik nodded. “I guess. Because I’m small, or maybe it was 
because I was alone there in the dark and there was so much noise 
going on back the way Pd come, they didn’t spot me. Once they 
realized that the cavalry and the others were running to try to escape 


in the other direction they all went crazy, howling as they raced out of 
the cover of the woods to join the chase. 

“When I saw them coming I knew that if I kept going down the trail 
they would soon have me. I was trapped and there was nowhere to 
run, so I dove behind a fallen tree. I clawed through the soft moss and 
decayed wood to squeeze in under the trunk. 

“T lay as still as I could, holding my breath where I hid. I could just 
make out dark shapes moving through the trees. Closer in a lot of legs 
ran past me. More and more people kept running by all the time. 
Thousands, it seemed, ran past. I could hear the sound of all their feet 
rumbling through the forest. 

“I was terrified that any moment one of them would spot me and 
then reach down and pull me out. I knew that if they did, they would 
tear me apart with their teeth the way they had the man I saw pulled 
off his horse and killed. 

“T stayed hidden a long time, too afraid to move. I could hear them 
making that awful shrieking sound as they charged through the trees 
like a pack of wild animals on the scent of blood.” 

Henrik looked up at Richard. “The general and the others were 
right not to have tried to take you and the Mother Confessor back 
through those woods. If they had, you would be dead now.” 

Richard knew that he owed his life, Kahlan’s life, to his friends. It 
didn’t seem fair that he should live at the cost of their lives. He 
desperately wanted to find a way to help them ... if they were still 
alive. 

“Finally,” Henrik said, “after what seemed forever, I didn’t hear any 
more people running past. I could hear all the howls and cries from 
them as they went after Cara and the others. That noise kept getting 
farther away. 

“After it was quiet in the woods for a time, I finally dared to crawl 
out and take a careful look around. The woods were dead still and I 
didn’t see anyone. I started running.” 

“So then, as you were running along the trail, you came to this 
place?” Richard asked. 

Henrik nodded. “I found people here caring for their animals. I 
begged them to come help you. Thankfully, they did.” 
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“After Cara told me to run, I never saw what happened to all of them.” 
Henrik’s head hung as he cried quietly in sorrow for those he had left 
behind to their fate. 

Sammie put a comforting arm around Henrik’s shoulders. Her eyes 
glistened with tears as well. With her father murdered in the same 
way as Henrik described and her mother missing, very possibly a 
victim of the same grim end, she clearly empathized with Henrik’s 
misery. 

Ester turned to Richard as she spoke into the silence, taking up the 
rest of the story. “When the boy showed up here we couldn’t 
understand what he was talking about. He wasn’t making much sense. 
He was frantic to get help, that much was clear, but we were having a 
hard time of getting him to slow down enough so we could 
understand what kind of help he needed. He kept pointing and telling 
us to hurry. 

“When we began to grasp that he had been with people who had 
been attacked, and that there were two injured people who needed 
help, we knew that we couldn’t wait for him to tell the whole story. 
It’s dangerous in the Dark Lands at night, and it was evident that your 
party had somehow fallen victim to something awful. We knew that 
we had to go right away to find you and get you both out of danger. 
We figured we could get all the details later. 

“As reluctant as we were to venture out into the wilderness at night, 
we also feared what would happen if we didn’t help. The Dark Lands 
are sparsely populated. There are dangers, to be sure, and it can be 
especially dangerous at night, but we had never heard of so many 
people as it seemed Henrik was describing attacking them. 

“We thought that maybe he was imagining things because he was so 
afraid. It was not only difficult for us to believe what we thought he 
was telling us, he was having trouble telling us the whole story 
because he was frantically concerned with us hurrying to go help you. 
We had no trouble believing, though, because of his panicked state, 
that you had been attacked by someone and the situation was serious. 

“Henrik didn’t know where you were, exactly. We finally got it out 
of him that you had come from Kharga Trace, from the Hedge Maid. 


That was enough to tell us what we needed to know. There is only 
one, seldom-used road that goes in the direction of that swampy place, 
so we had a good idea where to look. We left the boy up here where it 
was safe while we went out to look for you.” 

“You did good, Henrik,” Richard told the boy. “You saved our 
lives.” 

Henrik managed a small smile. “Just returning the favor, Lord Rahl. 
You and the Mother Confessor saved my life.” He gestured toward 
Kahlan. “The Hedge Maid had me. Jit would have bled me dry like the 
other poor souls who were trapped like I was, but had no one come in 
time to help save them. They died in her lair. The Mother Confessor 
got me out.” 

Richard nodded. “That’s the kind of person she is. She has always 
fought for life.” He rubbed his forehead as his gaze sank. “Now she’s 
fighting for hers.” 

He was feeling dizzy, both from his injuries and from fear for his 
friends and loved ones after what Henrik had told him about the 
mysterious attack. The long war had ended. He had thought they were 
finally at peace and that life was returning to normal. He guessed that 
there was no such thing as normal out in the Dark Lands. He knew, 
though, that even for the Dark Lands this was out of the ordinary. 

Sick with worry for the fate of his friends, his bite wound throbbing 
painfully, and his head pounding with what might be a developing 
fever, he needed to lie down. 

After learning a little more about Zedd and Nicci beginning to heal 
them despite the Hedge Maid’s vile touch of death, he needed to have 
Sammie see to helping Kahlan. He needed help as well, but he knew 
that he could wait a bit. He didn’t know if she could. 

Richard was about to ask Ester if she knew anything at all about the 
people who had attacked his friends, when he saw the cat across the 
room suddenly turn to the doorway and arch its back. 

Teeth bared, the cat hissed. Its dark gray fur lifted until it was all 
standing on end. 

Richard felt the hair on his own neck stiffen. 

“Does it do that often?” he asked in a quiet voice. 

Sammie pulled a long lock of curly black hair back from her face as 
she frowned at the cat. “No. Just when it’s frightened for some 
reason.” 

The flames of several candles withered and died out, leaving a wisp 
of smoke to curl up into the still air. 

Richard heard other cats out in the corridors beyond the doorway 
let out feral yowls. 

Ester started to get up. “What in the world...” 

Richard caught her arm, pulling her back, keeping her from going 


to the door. Henrik’s eyes widened at the chorus of feline screeches. 
Sammie’s frown deepened. 

And then, someone in the distance let out a bloodcurdling scream. 

Richard sprang up. Dizzy and light-headed, he struggled to to keep 
from falling over as he focused his attention on the sounds outside in 
the corridors. 

His hand instinctively found the hilt of his sword resting in its 
sheath at his hip. His fingers tightened around the wire-wound hilt as 
sudden cries of terror and pain rang out and echoed through the halls. 
At first there was only one scream, but others soon joined in a chorus 
of terror. 

The sword’s anger instantly inundated him. The suddenness of it 
felt like being abruptly dropped into an icy river. The shock of it made 
him draw a sharp breath. 

His own anger rose up out of those dark waters to join with the 
rage spiraling up from the ancient weapon. The icy shock turned hot 
with rage as a storm of power from the sword called forth its twin 
from somewhere deep within him. 

With his hand on the hilt of that ancient weapon, whatever sickness 
he felt, whatever pain, whatever exhaustion and weakness weighed on 
him, it melted before the heat of rage that had sparked to life. The 
sword’s power, its anger, crackled within him, hungry for violence in 
reaction to the screams of terror and pain he was hearing from out in 
the passageways. 

The unique sound of steel rang through the room as Richard drew 
his sword. 

It felt exhilarating having it out, intoxicating to hold it in his fist. 
With the blade free, with the sword’s anger awakened, the Seeker and 
the Sword of Truth were now forged together in purpose and fierce 
intent. 

They were now a singular weapon. 

Ester shrank back at seeing him with his sword to hand. Distantly, 
Richard realized that his grim expression, and especially the look in 
his eyes, was probably frightening her. 

Henrik scooted back toward the wall, wanting to be out of his way. 

Sammie crouched protectively over Kahlan, ready to protect her 
from whatever might come through the door. 

Richard didn’t intend to let anything come through the door. 

He pointed the sword back at Kahlan as he spoke with quiet fury to 
Sammie. “Stay here and protect her.” 

Looking determined, Sammie nodded. 

Richard flipped the sheepskin covering up out of the way as he 
ducked under it and out into the hallway, headed toward the sound of 
the screams. 


CHAPTER 


15 


As Richard raced out into the hallway, he heard not only terrified 
screams, but a kind of animalistic growl that could not have sounded 
more out of place in the world of life. The malevolent roar, a manifest 
threat to the living, reverberated through the dark passageways. 

Richard didn’t know the layout of the labyrinth of corridors 
excavated through the soft rock of the mountain, or where all the 
passageways led and connected, but he knew the direction the 
screams were coming from, so he raced to follow the sound. He knew 
that the kind of cries he was hearing only came from people in mortal 
terror. Other screams he recognized as coming from those who were 
grievously injured or dying. He had heard those dreadful, primal 
shrieks before. With the war over, he had hoped never again to hear 
such gut-wrenching cries. 

As he raced down the passageways, he began encountering clumps 
of people racing away from the screams of the injured and bone- 
chilling bellows of the attackers. Many of the people he ran past were 
screaming as well, but they were crying out in panic, not the kind of 
screams that people let out in the throes of death. 

As he ran, Richard realized that he was getting lost in the confusing 
maze of passageways, but it wasn’t hard to follow the agonized cries 
toward their source. It didn’t really matter if he knew where he was, 
only that he knew where he was going, and the screams marked the 
route all too clearly. With his own pain and sickness forgotten for the 
moment—a distant concern banished by the rage of the sword—his 
only need was to get to those being hurt. 

The part of the rage that came from his sword wanted to get at the 
ones doing the hurting. That part of the rage wanted the blood of the 
attacker. 

Some of the people saw him coming with his sword to hand and 
flattened themselves against a wall to stay out of his way, but many 
others didn’t see him coming and he had to shove them aside. Women 
hurriedly herded children past, paying attention only to their charges. 
A few men helped older people. At times, as people desperate to 
escape the threat came racing past Richard, he had to use an arm to 
shield them from running into his sword. Other people, men and 


women, old and young alike, stampeded through, too terrorized by 
what was behind them to care about what was in front of them. 

Before he saw the threat, he encountered a smell that was alien to 
the cavelike village of Stroyza. It was the unmistakable stench of 
decomposing flesh, a smell so sickening, so repulsive, that it made his 
throat clench shut to lock his breath in his lungs. He had to force 
himself to breathe. 

As he rounded a curve in the passageway, Richard saw a broad 
open area out ahead. It was the entrance cavern of the village, the 
place where he first came in after he had climbed the narrow trail up 
the side of the mountain. Out the opening a gentle rain fell through 
the dark night. 

A few lamps hung on pegs in the walls to one side and a fire 
burning in a pit to the other side provided the only light. In that dim, 
flickering light he could see people trying to stay out of the clutches of 
two big men. Both of the dark shapes stormed clumsily around the 
room, charging first one way, then another, swiping at people trapped 
in the room. Both of the big attackers glistened in the lamplight, wet 
from the climb up in the rain. 

Some of the people cornered in nooks and crannies around the 
broad cavern pressed themselves back against the walls, hoping not to 
be noticed. Others inched toward openings, hoping for a chance to 
escape. Men keeping what they hoped was a safe distance waved their 
arms and threw stones, trying to distract and confuse the attackers. 

In the center of the chamber the two figures, like bears in a cage, 
raged at the people around them, their thunderous roars echoing off 
the domed ceiling of rock. The smell of death and decay was 
overpowering. 

Men popped out of dark passageways from time to time to pelt the 
attackers with rocks, trying to keep them from attacking. Most of the 
rocks missed or glanced off, though sometimes it did distract one of 
the two into taking a swing at the stones. A man on the right side 
raced in closer to heave a good-sized rock at one of the intruders. The 
rock hit the big man in the back of the head and bounced off, but it 
sounded like it had succeeded in cracking the man’s skull, yet the man 
wasn’t slowed and didn’t show any evidence of being harmed by the 
blow. 

The other shadowy shape roared and rushed to intercept people 
trying to escape into a passageway. The two big men couldn’t control 
everyone, though, and when they turned away a few people managed 
to slip away into the dark opening. A few others sprang suddenly, 
ducking under the outstretched arms as the big men tried to snatch 
them. The lucky ones managed to dash into a corridor or over the 
edge and down the treacherous trail that came up the side of the 


mountain. 

Not everyone was was lucky enough to escape, though. Richard saw 
several broken bodies sprawled in a way that suggested that they had 
been killed and then thrown to the side. The floor of the cave 
glistened not only with rainwater but with pools of blood. 

Even as Richard was racing across the room toward the dark 
shapes, one of them lunged and took a sudden swipe, catching a 
woman pressed back against a wall. With that one powerful blow, his 
clawlike hand ripped open her soft middle, splattering blood across 
the wall. Frozen in panic, the woman seemed unable to believe what 
had just happened. Richard knew that she did not yet feel the full pain 
of it. Stunned, eyes wide, she let out only small, panting cries as the 
realization of what had just happened began to sink in. 

In that moment of frozen shock, the big man who had done the 
damage leaned in and snatched the stunned woman’s wrist. With 
frightening speed, the other dove in and grabbed the cornered 
woman’s ankle, pulling her feet out from under her. She hit the floor 
hard, letting out a grunt on impact. 

As Richard charged across the cavern toward the two attackers, 
several cats leaped out of the darkness and onto the man holding the 
woman’s leg. He swiped one cat off his shoulder. The other clawed at 
his face. The man held on to the woman’s ankle, not seeming to be 
hurt by the cat’s claws. He swatted at the cat, trying to get it off his 
face, as if it were merely an annoyance. 

At the same time, the other man twisted the woman’s arm around, 
ripping it away from her shoulder. With her remaining arm, she 
struggled weakly, clawing at the ground, trying to escape a fate past 
changing. The other man still had a firm grip on her ankle, keeping 
her from squirming away. Her screams lost their power as she 
mercifully lost consciousness. 

As Richard charged in, screaming in rage, his sword flashed through 
the dim night air, coming down with lightning speed to sever the arm 
of the big man holding the woman’s disembodied arm. With a 
cracking sound, the bone splintered. Both disembodied arms, that of 
the woman and the other holding it in a death grip, tumbled to the 
floor. 

Unconcerned with Richard, the man clutching the woman’s ankle 
turned toward the cave opening, swinging the woman around and up 
into the air. She sailed in an arc out into the rainy night, streaming 
blood and viscera behind her as she silently sailed out over the side of 
the cliff and down toward the rocks below. 

Richard saw the point of a sword blade sticking out from between 
the man’s shoulder blades. He spun back toward Richard after 
throwing the woman out of the opening, ready to attack. It seemed 


impossible, but the man looked unaffected by the broken blade that 
had impaled him through the chest. 

It was then, in the weak light from the fire pit off to the side, that 
Richard got his first good look at the killer. 

Three knives were buried up to their brass cross guards in the man’s 
chest. Only the handles were showing. Richard saw, too, the broken 
end of a sword blade jutting out from the center of the man’s chest. 
The point of that same blade stuck out from the man’s back. 

Richard recognized the knife handles. All three were the style 
carried by the men of the First File. 

He looked from those blades that should have killed the big man, 
up into his face. 

That was when he realized the true horror of the situation, and the 
reason for the unbearable stench of death. 


CHAPTER 


16 


Richard found himself staring into the face of a corpse. 

But it wasn’t the broken sword blade or the knives buried in his 
chest that had killed him. 

It was all too obvious that the man had been dead long before he 
had ever been stabbed. 

The man standing before him looked like a corpse that had been 
freshly dug up from a grave. The repulsive stink of death was as 
singular as it was overpowering. The smell alone was enough to drive 
Richard back a step. 

The man’s outfit was so moldered and filthy that it was 
unrecognizable as to what it might once have looked like. In places 
the dark tatters of cloth were stained and discolored by bodily fluids 
that had oozed out during decay. As it had eventually dried, the cloth 
had stuck to the rotting flesh so that it became almost one with the 
body. 

The lips had shriveled back to reveal the skull’s death grin of 
broken, blackened teeth. A thin veneer of dark, blotchy skin with a 
few sparse patches of pale hair covered the crown of the skull. The 
taut hide had rotted and parted in a few places—on one cheek, on the 
forehead, and in a long split over the top of the skull—allowing the 
stained bone beneath to show through. 

Although he clearly looked cadaverous, the eyes were something 
altogether different. The man’s eyes momentarily stopped Richard 
cold in his tracks. 

Richard had seen the indistinct but unmistakable glow of inherent 
power in the eyes of gifted people before, a glow that he had learned 
most others didn’t see. Such a light had always seemed to him to be 
too ethereal to be real, something he saw only through the eyes of his 
own gift. This man’s eyes also clearly carried a glow fired by the gift, 
yet that inner light was unlike any light of the gift he had ever seen 
before, and he didn’t need his own gift to see it. Rather than the 
transcendent light he had seen in the gifted, this was a fiery 
luminosity that everyone could see, an announcement to all of the evil 
lurking behind those eyes. 

It was at once dead and empty, but at the same time alive with 


menace. 

In the near darkness, the penetrating reddish glow of those eyes 
sent ripples of goose bumps up Richard’s arms. 

Although he wasn’t an expert on the gift, he had read a great many 
historical documents on those ancient times when both sides of the 
gift were common. From what he had learned from the gifted he 
knew, and from those historical accounts, he had never heard of the 
gift being able to reanimate the dead. 

He knew that those glowing eyes betrayed what animated this man 
—not life, not the gift, but some kind of occult sorcery. 

Even though the dead condition of the man, the stench, and the 
glow in his eyes had stopped Richard in his tracks for an instant, there 
had never been any doubt of the man’s malevolent intent. Already 
Richard’s sword, in full fury, was arcing around toward the threat. 

It was apparent from the three knives and the sword broken off in 
the man’s chest that he didn’t bleed any more than any long-dead, 
desiccated corpse could bleed, but that didn’t stop the anger storming 
through Richard from wanting to destroy this killer among them. 

With lightning speed the blade came around and with one stroke 
cleanly beheaded the man before he could take another step toward 
Richard. 

When the tumbling head hit the ground with a heavy thud, Richard 
saw that the glow was still there in the eyes. Before the rest of the 
body could fall he crushed in the face with a quick strike from his 
sword and then kicked the head out of the cave opening. Richard saw 
the reddish glow in the eyes fade away as the head sailed out into the 
rainy night. 

But the headless body didn’t collapse. It took a step forward. As it 
took another step and kept coming, the arms reached out for Richard. 
Hands clawed, one arm swung at him. Richard lopped off the arm 
before it could be withdrawn. With two more quick slices from the 
razor-sharp blade he took off the other hand and then the arm it 
belonged to at the shoulder. 

The armless, headless body kept coming, as if unaware that it was 
missing anything. With a scream of rage Richard brought his sword 
around again, slicing through the middle of the body. The blade 
shattered bone and crusted, dried skin. Bits of flesh with shredded 
cloth stuck to it and jagged bony pieces flew across the broad cavern. 

As the disintegrating body was finally falling, the other man, the 
one with only one arm left, stalked resolutely toward Richard to 
continue the attack, roaring as he came. He looked to be fresher dead 
than the first man, and the stink of death and rotting flesh from him 
was even worse. Although he was clearly a walking corpse as well, he 
was not dried and shriveled like the other. Instead, the second man 


glistened with slimy decay. Places on the flesh of his bloated body had 
split open and oozed liquid. His swollen tongue protruded partway 
from his mouth, to an extent muffling his angry growls. Like the first 
man’s, his joints occasionally cracked and popped as he moved, yet it 
didn’t much hinder or slow him. 

Richard instinctively thrust his sword through the killer’s chest. 
Much like the sword that had been run through the first man and then 
broke off, Richard’s sword didn’t appear to do any harm with this 
man, either. As he yanked his sword back out of the man’s chest, 
Richard took a step back. The man kept coming. 

This second corpse had the same reddish glow to his dead eyes, like 
a window into the inferno of black art burning within him and 
powering his movements. 

One of the men off to the side rushed up and in an attempt to help 
rammed a knife through the attacker’s neck. It did no more good than 
Richard’s sword had. The dead man staggered to a stop and with his 
one remaining arm backhanded the man who had come to Richard’s 
aid. The man cried out as he tumbled back across the cavern floor. 

In that opening, Richard’s blade came around again. This time, 
Richard didn’t want to merely decapitate him like the first man. As the 
dead man turned back he was just in time to see the blade right as it 
met the side of his head. With an awful sound, the sword shattered the 
killer’s skull. Gooey chunks smacked the rock walls and stuck while 
bits of bone bounced off. Unlike the first man, this time there was 
nothing left of the head. 

Without waiting to see if it would stop or slow the man, in quick 
succession Richard rained more blows down on the invader, taking off 
his other arm, then swiftly hacking his body into several pieces, finally 
taking the legs that were still standing before him down at the knees. 

The roars of both attackers were finally ended. Injured people 
around the cavernous room screamed or moaned in pain. Others wept 
in terror. Many of those not hurt rushed out of hiding places to help 
those who were. 

Richard nodded his thanks to the man who had tried to help by 
stabbing the attacker through the neck. Now back on his feet, the man 
stood wide-eyed at all that had just happened. 

Panting from the effort and repulsed by the nauseating smell, 
Richard covered his mouth as he turned to the group of men who had 
been throwing rocks to try to stop the attack. 

He took his hand away from his mouth. “What happened? Why 
wasn’t anyone watching? Didn’t you see these men coming up to your 
home?” 

The men blinked in surprise and confusion, still clearly startled 
from the unexpected attack and stupefied by the bloody consequences. 


“Pm sorry, Lord Rahl,” the man with the knife said. “We do keep a 
watch, but I guess not a very good one. With as dark as it is, and the 
rain, and with the dark clothing the men were wearing, we didn’t see 
them coming or even realize they were here until we heard the 
screams. Some of us came out to see what the trouble was but by then 
they were among us and it was already too late. That’s when we found 
ourselves in the middle of a fight for our lives.” 

Richard clenched his jaw with the anger of the sword raging 
through him. He supposed that with the darkness and rain it would 
have been difficult to have seen the men or hear them coming. 

“If someone had done a better job of standing watch,” he said, “all 
they would have had to do would have been to put a boot to these 
men as they tried to climb into here and that would have sent them 
crashing down the mountain.” 

With sheepish expressions their gazes sank to the ground. 

“You're right, Lord Rahl,” another man said. “But nothing like this 
has ever happened before. I’m afraid that we weren’t expecting such 
an attack.” 

Richard pointed his sword out into the night. “With that attack 
earlier tonight that Henrik came here and told you about, you should 
have been alert for trouble. Nothing like that has happened, either. 
You should have known that something was going on and been 
prepared, or at least on alert.” 

The men hung their heads but said nothing. 

“Pm sorry,” Richard said as he took a deep breath and tried to cool 
his anger. “I shouldn’t blame the victims.” 

Some of the men nodded before moving off to help those who were 
down. 

“Nothing like this has ever happened before, Lord Rahl,” the man 
with the knife said. He looked grief-stricken. “We just weren’t...” He 
swallowed back his heartache as his eyes wandered among the dead 
and injured. 

With one hand, Richard gripped the man’s shoulder in sympathy. “I 
know. I’m sorry to sound so angry. These dead men were obviously 
being driven by some sort of occult conjuring. It could even be that 
whatever magic was animating them hid them from you so they could 
get up here. But you need to be on the alert and ready next time.” 

The men brightened a bit at Richard’s suggestion that the attackers 
might have been hidden at first by magic. 

The man with the knife used it to gesture toward the cavern 
opening. “TIl make sure that there is a watch from now on, Lord Rahl. 
It won’t happen again.” His haunted gaze swept over the carnage. “I 
promise, we at least won’t be caught unaware again.” 

Richard nodded as he turned back to the dead and injured, making 


sure that people who could be helped, were being helped. 

He spotted an arm of one of the dead attackers nearby. The fingers 
were still moving, closing and opening, as if still trying to get hold of 
someone, still trying to attack. 

Richard picked up the still-moving, desiccated arm and tossed it 
into the fire pit, where flames flared up as it caught fire. 

As he looked around, it occurred to Richard that with so many 
people injured, Sammie was going to need to help them before 
tending to Richard and Kahlan. A number of people were dead. While 
a few weren’t badly hurt, some of the others had been seriously 
injured. They needed to be healed by a gifted person, and Sammie was 
the only one around. 

He hoped the girl was up to the challenge. He knew that it would 
be difficult work even for an experienced sorceress. 

As he was about to sheath his sword, he heard screaming break out 
farther back in the passageways. 

When he heard the roar, he realized that there had been more than 
two invaders come to attack the village of Stroyza. 
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Richard stood stock-still for an instant, appraising which direction the 
sounds were coming from. Once he had the direction and approximate 
distance fixed in his mind, he raced into a passageway, following the 
sound of the screams. At least a dozen men followed close on his 
heels. 

This time the men all had their knives out instead of bringing rocks. 
This time they would have a better understanding of what they faced 
and what they would need to do. Nothing less than hacking the 
attacker to pieces was going to stop him. 

Richard knew that he was going in the right direction because the 
screams were getting steadily louder. Yet as he ran through the 
hallways, he occasionally had to pause briefly at intersections to listen 
again. The tricky way that sound echoed through the passageways 
made it difficult to tell right away which he needed to take. He ran as 
fast as he could through the confining, honeycombed network of 
rooms and passageways, knowing that any delay meant that more 
people would be hurt or killed. It was frustrating to have to stop at 
intersections to check for the sound of cries for help so that he could 
be sure to go in the right direction. 

As he got closer to the screams, he realized that they were coming 
from the direction of where he had left Kahlan. 

That realization would have spurred him to run even faster, but he 
was already going as fast as possible, racing with wild abandon down 
halls and flashing through intersections without slowing. 

Coming around a dark corner, he ran square into a big man. He was 
as hard as an oak tree and barely moved when Richard crashed into 
him. Richard hadn’t seen him because he was dark and dried-out like 
the first of the two dead men he had fought. He stank of death like the 
others. The walking corpse was so blackened with decay that he 
blended right into the shadows. 

As he staggered back, Richard saw that he had interrupted the 
invader as he was strangling a woman. As the lanterns from the men 
coming up from behind threw light on the attacker and his victim, 
Richard saw that the woman’s face was blue and her wide eyes were 
fixed and still. She would do no more screaming. 


The attacker had both hands around the woman’s throat, holding 
her off the ground as he crushed her throat. Bone and dried tissue 
cracked and popped as his head turned. He glared at Richard with 
glowing red eyes as he bellowed in threat. 

As Richard’s sword came down, the powerful blow severed both of 
the man’s arms at the crook in his elbows. The woman dropped to the 
ground like a sack of grain, slumping in a lifeless heap. The man 
roared again as he charged Richard, the stumps of arms held up, his 
jaws open wide, prepared to attack with his teeth since most of his 
arms were gone. 

A swift blow cut the man’s head in half right across his open mouth. 
The skull shattered into fragments. Sinew and flesh crumbled under 
the powerful blow. Two more swings of the sword chopped the man 
apart. Richard saw the fingers of the disembodied arms on the floor 
grasping, trying to attack but unable to find or reach a victim. 

Richard, still hot with rage from his sword, turned back to the men. 
“You need to burn all the pieces of these men to ashes. Collect it all 
and burn it.” 

The men looked down, watching the fingers of one of the hands 
trying to pull its way across the floor toward Richard. 

Richard crushed the still-moving hand under a boot heel, grinding 
the fingers to dust. 

“T have no idea what’s going on,” Richard said, “but it seems pretty 
obvious that some kind of occult conjuring is involved. I don’t want 
any part of that conjuring left among you. Burn it all. Understand?” 

The men all nodded earnestly, fearful of the heat in Richard’s voice 
even if they knew it wasn’t directed at them. 

Hearing yet more screams, Richard turned to the sound. He realized 
that there were yet more than three of the dead men among them. 

He again sprang into a dead run, headed toward the sound. He 
wondered how many attackers had made it up into the cave. If there 
were many more, they could wipe out half the village before Richard 
could find and destroy them all. 

As he made his way down narrow passages, he had to squeeze past 
men, women, and children frantically trying to escape the threat. 
Some of them cried as they ran, some of them screamed, but they 
were all panic-stricken, not knowing what to do except run from the 
danger. 

At an intersection of several halls, Richard followed the chilling 
roars into a broader corridor. He recognized it as the passageway to 
Ester’s small home. The monster was near. He was getting close. As he 
panted from the run, he drew in the putrid stench of death. It was like 
a reminder of the touch of death from the Hedge Maid that lurked 
within him. 


In the distance he saw a flash of movement as a dark shape 
disappeared around a corner. As Richard ran he stopped suddenly at a 
doorway with a sheepskin covering. He ducked inside and in the 
candlelight saw Kahlan on the lambskin rug where he had left her. 
Ester was there, a knife in her fist as she stood protectively over 
Kahlan. Richard knew that she had no chance of stopping one of the 
walking dead, yet she was prepared to try. 

Sammie was gone. 

Richard let the covering drop back over the doorway as he started 
out again in pursuit of the threat. He raced toward the screams of 
startled people apparently awakened in the middle of the night by the 
attack. He had to shove some of the sleepy people aside when they 
stood dumbly in the dark passageway. 

Out ahead, he saw a blur of movement again as a small figure 
darted across an intersection only to vanish down a side hall. A dark 
shape roared as it chased after her. A second shape entered the tunnel, 
following behind the first and Sammie. 

It paused momentarily and turned to look in Richard’s direction. 
Back in that dark tunnel, Richard couldn’t make out much of the 
walking corpse, but he could see the piercing reddish glow of its eyes. 
It was like it was glaring out from the darkness of not only the tunnel, 
but death itself. And then it was gone, vanishing into the shadows of a 
side passageway, chasing after Sammie. 

Richard ran after them, racing as fast as he could. He ran so fast 
that the men following behind him couldn’t keep up. As Richard 
chased after the threat, and put distance on the men behind, he was 
losing the help of the light from their lanterns. He kept running 
despite how hard it was to see. Occasionally a room to one side or the 
other was lit with candles so that their faint light spilled out into the 
hallway, giving him enough of a glimpse of the tunnel to keep from 
having to slow. 

In the dark, he came upon the second of the two men running after 
his companion and Sammie. It was hard to see, but he could see well 
enough to tell that this man, too, was a walking dead man. Even 
without a good look, the smell alone was unmistakable. 

As the man stopped and turned back to see who was behind him, 
Richard was already there, swinging his sword down with all his 
might. The ceiling wasn’t very high, so he couldn’t put as much power 
into a full swing as he would have liked. Still, it was a blade powered 
by more than mere muscle, the same as these men were powered by 
more than life. 

As the man opened his mouth to bellow a threat at Richard, the 
sword came down with all Richard’s force and strength behind it. The 
blade cleaved the man from the top of his head down to the center of 


his chest. Parts of the head and neck fragmented off the corpse. 

Richard didn’t wait to see if it was enough. He hacked furiously at 
the man, screaming in rage the entire time, cutting the threat to bits. 
As the men with the lanterns caught up from behind, Richard could 
finally see that the threat from this particular intruder was no more 
than rubble in the hallway. 

With that one threat ended, Richard looked up. In the distance, 
faint candlelight came from a room to the right. Richard saw the 
silhouetted shape of the other man headed for that light. In that light, 
Richard could see that the hallway was a dead end beyond the room. 
Sammie was trapped down there. She had nowhere left to run, no way 
to escape. 

Richard charged down the passageway, knowing that he was in a 
race to kill the man before he could kill Sammie. He yelled as he ran, 
trying to distract the killer. The man paid no attention to Richard. His 
attention was on his prey. 

The hulking corpse stood just outside the doorway, looking in. 
Richard wasn’t close enough. The dark shape glanced Richard’s way 
with glowing eyes, then turned back to the room. He roared with 
menace as he stormed into the room. 

Richard ran with all his strength. The dark shape disappeared into 
the room at the dead end of the hall. Richard wasn’t close enough. He 
wasn’t going to make it in time. He knew that Sammie didn’t stand a 
chance. 

Just as he was about to reach the doorway, the big, dark shadow of 
the man flew backward out of the room and crashed into the wall on 
the opposite side of the tunnel. Dust billowed up from the impact. 

The man was clearly stunned but he recovered quickly. As he 
regained his footing, Sammie appeared in the doorway. 

Richard was almost there, but he wasn’t yet close enough. Sammie 
and her attacker were too far away for Richard to help her. 

The man again let out a thunderous roar of rage as he rushed the 
girl. Sammie lifted both arms out straight, with her palms up, as if she 
actually thought she could stop the charge of the big man. 

To Richard’s surprise, the man flew backward again, again 
slamming into the wall. 

This time, as he came off the wall, flying toward the girl, she 
shrieked when she tried a third time to stop him and it didn’t work. 

But this time Richard was there. With one mighty blow, the sword 
cleaved away the monster’s head and one shoulder. A second strike 
came like lightning, severing the other arm as it tried to strike at 
Richard. With quick swings, Richard hacked the body down to the 
waist, and then chopped the legs down at mid-thigh. 

The head, with the neck, a shoulder, and one arm still attached, lay 


on the ground, looking up with menacing, glowing red eyes. The hand 
reached out and snatched Richard’s ankle. Richard brought the sword 
down a half-dozen times in quick succession, hacking the arm and 
head apart. He crushed the hand with his boot after smashing the 
head to bits. 

Richard stood panting, sword in his fist, feeling the rage of it storm 
through him, drawing yet more of his own rage forth. He cocked his 
head, listening, but he didn’t hear any other screams or roars. It 
seemed that this was the last one. 

Sammie stared up at him. 

“Are you all right?” he asked her. 

She nodded as she let out a deep sigh of relief. 

He pulled her to him and with his sword arm, embraced her around 
her small shoulders, thankful that he had been in time. She had 
managed to buy a few precious seconds until he could get to her and 
end the threat for good. 

“Yowre sure you are all right?” he asked again. “You’re sure that he 
didn’t hurt you?” 

She held some of her dusty, frizzy black hair back out of the way as 
she looked down, taking a good look at the remains. 

“No, I’m fine,” she assured him. She sounded remarkably calm. 

“Then do you mind telling me what you were doing?” Richard 
gritted his teeth as his fist tightened around the hilt of his sword. He 
leaned down toward her. “I told you to protect the Mother Confessor. 
When I left, I clearly told you to stay there and watch over her.” 

“T was watching over her.” 

“Until you ran. I trusted you to protect her, and instead you ran. I 
can’t fault you for being afraid, but I was counting on you and you 
didn’t stay there and protect her.” 

Sammie shook her head. “I was protecting her—” 

“They came back in the caves after her. You ran.” 

Sammie folded her spindly arms and glared up at him. “They 
weren’t after the Mother Confessor. They were after me.” 

“You don’t know that.” 

“Yes I do.” She was still glaring from under a lowered brow. “That’s 
why I ran—to protect her by drawing the attackers away from her. 
That was the best way to keep her safe.” 

Richard straightened. “What are you talking about?” 

“Is she hurt? No. Are there monsters back there ripping her to 
pieces? No. Why do you suppose that is?” 

When Richard didn’t answer, she leaned toward him. “They aren’t 
back there killing her because they were after me. When they came 
into the room they didn’t even look at her. They were both looking at 
me with those glowing red eyes. As they came toward me I moved to 


the side of the room to see what they would do. Their gazes stayed 
locked on me. Do you know what they did then?” 

“They came after you instead of her,” Richard guessed in a 
considerably quieter voice. 

“That’s right. They didn’t even seem to see her. They were focused 
only on me. They came after me. I tried every bit of magic I knew to 
stop them. I admit that I don’t know a lot about such things or have 
much experience, but I tried everything I know. Nothing worked. 

“Then I remembered what Henrik said about what your friends did, 
so I threw a fist of air like they had done. It didn’t harm those two the 
way it should have, but it did knock them back just long enough for 
me to get to the door. When I did that, they left the Mother Confessor 
and came after me. Once I saw that they really were after me and not 
her, I ran to get them to chase after me so I could lead them away 
from her. They weren’t interested in the Mother Confessor. They both 
came after me.” 

She tapped her chest. “Me, not her. Me. So yes, I ran, but I ran to 
protect her the only way I could—by getting those monsters to chase 
me so I could lead them away from her. 

“T was afraid. Even though I was afraid, I knew that I had to think 
of something. I wondered if I could somehow trap them in a dead-end 
tunnel. Then, when I got down here, I had the idea to get them into 
that room and slip past them like I had before, and then I would 
collapse the hallway in to bury them down here in this room.” 

In the light from the lanterns carried by the men waiting back a 
ways up the passageway, Richard looked around. It was indeed a dead 
end, with only the one room at the end. If he hadn’t gotten there in 
time her plan might have worked. Of course, it might not have. She 
very easily could have been slaughtered. 

Yet, of all the people in the small village, she was the only one who 
had thought of something to stop the threat. She was the only one 
with a plan and she acted on it. 

Richard ran his fingers back through his hair as he let out a sigh. 
“Sammie, I’m sorry. You’re right. You did a very brave thing. Thank 
you for doing what you did to protect Kahlan.” 

“You don’t need to apologize,” she said as she showed him a small 
smile. “I can see in your eyes that you are in the grip of the magic of 
the sword. I can also see that its anger is all that’s keeping you on 
your feet. I need to heal you. It can’t wait any longer.” 

As he nodded, he realized that his wounds had opened back up in 
all the fighting. The blood running down his arms dripped off his 
fingers. Now that the urgent demand of fighting off the attack was 
over, he was feeling increasingly light-headed and the pain was again 
pressing in on him. 


“Listen, Sammie, there are a lot of your people back there who are 
hurt. Some are hurt pretty badly. They need your help. Please, tend to 
them first.” 

He was frantic to have help for Kahlan, but he knew that helping 
some of the others was more urgent. Without help, many would die. 
He thought he could wait. 

Sammie’s gaze swept over the remains on the floor outside the 
room where she had intended to trap her pursuers. She didn’t merely 
look worried for her people who were injured; Richard thought that 
she looked somehow older than she had earlier. 

She started back out of the dead-end tunnel. “We’d better hurry, 
then,” she said back over her shoulder. 

“Right,” Richard said as he sheathed his sword. 

When the blade slid home, the anger from it extinguished. His own 
rage went out with it. 

In that instant, the entire weight of the ordeal and the staggering 
pain of all his wounds set in with a vengeance. The sword had been all 
that had been holding it back. 

He couldn’t feel his fingers. 

It felt like the tunnel was collapsing in on him and the suffocating 
weight of it was crushing him. 

He managed to take one step, and as he did the world tilted as the 
floor began rushing toward him. Everything seemed strangely distant, 
as if he were looking through a long, dark tube at the world off in the 
distance. The concerned shouts he heard somewhere around him 
sounded eerily muffled. 

Before the floor reached him, the blackness closed in and shut the 
world away. 
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When Richard woke, he didn’t recognize his surroundings. He was 
lying on a woven straw mat in a windowless room softly lit by candles 
clustered along recessed shelves that had been meticulously carved 
into walls of the same stone as the rest of the cave village of Stroyza. 
The surface of the walls themselves had been flattened and finely 
smoothed, mimicking the look of plaster. From what he had seen of 
the rest of the excavated cave system, these were luxurious quarters. 

Kahlan lay on another mat close beside him. She was still 
unconscious and didn’t respond when he touched her shoulder. To his 
relief, he saw that she was breathing more evenly and easily than she 
had been before. 

He was surprised to see that her clothes were no longer soaked with 
blood. Not only were her clothes clean, the rips, tears, and cuts in 
them had been carefully sewn up so that it almost looked like the shirt 
had an embroidered design on it. Most importantly, though, she was 
no longer covered with cuts and hundreds of puncture wounds. From 
what he could see, it appeared that they had all been healed. 

He was relieved by that much of it, if not by the fact that she was 
still unconscious. 

He looked down, then, and saw that his own clothes were just as 
clean as Kahlan’s. Checking his arm confirmed his suspicion that the 
horrific bite wound had been healed. Running his fingers over the spot 
revealed only a slight swelling where the wound had been. A great 
deal of the pain, too, was gone, though he could still feel a lingering 
ache in the muscle. He was able to sense a hint of a tingling sensation 
that he recognized as the residual effect of having been healed. 

Even though his outward wounds seemed to all have been healed, 
he could still feel the awful, dark weight of a grim, inner sickness that 
was the touch of death left there by the Hedge Maid. That merciless 
weight was always there, trying to pull him down into its darkness. He 
knew that the same call of death itself still lay within Kahlan as well. 

Richard sat up, looking around. The place was bigger than Ester’s 
place, where they had been at first. The carpets were thicker, better 
made, and the colors in them were a little brighter than others he had 
seen. There were a few chairs and a table that, while not fancy, were 


well made. The door was wooden rather than a simple hanging. By the 
way the walls looked square and true, as well as the way they had 
been smoothed, he suspected that it was the home of someone 
important. 

When she saw him sit up, realizing that he was awake, Ester rose 
from a bench to the side. “Don’t try to stand, yet, Lord Rahl. How are 
you feeling?” 

“Better.” Richard blinked up at her in confusion. “What’s going on? 
Where are we?” 

“We’re in the home of our sorceress.” She pressed her lips tight with 
grief. “Well, it used to be her home, before...” She reconsidered and 
then swept a hand around. “Actually, I guess it still is the home of a 
sorceress. Sammie still lives here, and she is the only sorceress we 
have left. It was her parents’ home, but now I suppose it’s her home.” 

Richard looked around. “Where is she?” 

Ester gestured to a door to the back of the room. A few simple 
designs carved around the outside of the door were a luxury in a 
village that existed in such a harsh place. 

Carved in the center of the door, though, was a Grace, the design 
that represented Creation, life, and out beyond the bounds of the 
world of life the eternity of the underworld. Radiating out through the 
world of life and the underworld beyond were lines representing the 
gift. 

Such a design would not be a luxury, especially not in the home of 
a sorceress. A Grace was often used as a serious tool of the gifted, and 
often served as a symbolic reminder to the gifted of their duty, their 
purpose, their calling. It was never drawn or used merely for the 
purpose of decoration. 

“Sammie is resting. Poor girl, she was exhausted.” 

“Exhausted? Then she helped the injured people? She healed all the 
people who had been hurt?” 

“Yes, yes, she worked hard healing people,” Ester said as she waved 
off his concern, seeming eager to change the subject. “Then she said 
that she needed to heal you both, as best she could, anyway. I told her 
that she needed to rest before she took up such a demanding task, but 
she insisted that it couldn’t wait any longer. She said that she had to 
do what she could for you and the Mother Confessor right away or 
you both would slip beyond what help she would be able to give.” 

Richard glanced over at Kahlan. He had known that she was in 
grave trouble. He also knew that Sammie couldn’t heal everything that 
was wrong with her. That healing would take someone with more 
ability and experience than Sammie, and it would take a containment 
field. He was thankful, though, for what Sammie had been able to do 
to help Kahlan. 


He knew that he needed to find Zedd and Nicci, and then they had 
to get back to the People’s Palace before it was too late if death’s 
touch was to be removed from both him and Kahlan. 

What he didn’t know was how much longer they could survive with 
that poison inside them. Kahlan, especially, was in urgent need of 
such help. She wouldn’t be able to survive in this unconscious state for 
long. Without food and water her condition would only worsen. 

Richard was about to ask Ester about the people who had been 
hurt, and if there had been any more trouble, when the door to the 
rear of the room swung open. Sammie stood in the doorway, rubbing 
sleep from her eyes, before peering out into the candlelit room. 

“Lord Rahl—you’re awake.” Her initial surprise quickly turned to 
relief. 

Richard nodded. “I am, but Kahlan still isn’t.” 

Sammie briefly glanced Kahlan’s way. “I know.” 

Before he could say anything else, Sammie bowed her head to Ester. 
“Thanks for watching over them for me, Ester. ’m awake now. You 
can go get some rest. You look like you need it.” 

Ester yawned. “You sure? You’ve only been asleep for a few hours. 
After all the long and difficult work you’ve done, don’t you think you 
need to get some more rest?” 

Sammie smoothed back her disheveled black hair. “You’ve been 
working hard to help people, too, and you, too, have been up for two 
nights, now. At least I got a little sleep. Lord Rahl is still going to need 
to rest so his body can finish healing. I can watch over them as they 
rest. Why don’t you go get some sleep?” 

Ester let out a heavy sigh. “All right. I admit that I could use it, but 
I want to go check on some of the others, first.” Ester flashed a quick 
smile at Richard. “Pll be off, then.” She lifted a cloth bag from beside 
the bench. “Come get me, Sammie, if you need my help for anything.” 

Sammie nodded as she saw the woman to the door. 

Richard held his knot of questions for the time being as Ester bid 
him a quick farewell and left. Once the door closed, Sammie promptly 
returned to put two fingers on his forehead, testing with her gift. 

“Well?” he asked after a moment of silence in which she showed no 
sign of what she might be detecting. 

Sammie took her hand back, rubbing her fingers as if she had 
touched something wholly unpleasant. “Hard to tell for sure, Lord 
Rahl, but the healing that I was able to do, such as it was, seems to be 
holding.” 

Richard knew that she meant that it was hard to tell much of 
anything with death’s touch still in him. “You were afraid to heal us 
before,” he said. He thought it a little strange that she had gotten past 
her fear of healing them both without him having to do any more 


convincing. 

“Henrik’s story about how the wizard you know—” 

“My grandfather, Zedd.” 

Sammie nodded. “Yes, him and the sorceress. Once I knew that they 
were healing you even though they saw the same thing in you both 
that I saw, I knew that I could at least try to do the same.” 

Richard was still suspicious. “You weren’t afraid?” 

Sammie’s little nose scrunched up. “Yes, but I knew that it had to be 
done, so I tried not to think about how afraid I was and just 
concentrate on what I needed to do.” 

“What about Kahlan. Why isn’t she awake like I am, if her injuries 
are healed?” 

Sammie cast a brief, worried glance at Kahlan. “I’m sorry, Lord 
Rahl, but I did everything I could. The presence of death seems to be 
stronger in her. That’s something I can’t heal and it was harder to get 
around it in her in order to work on what I could heal. Death is 
casting a darker shadow over her than you.” 

Richard nodded as he heaved a worried sigh. Even Zedd and Nicci 
had said that they couldn’t remove that dark force within her without 
being back at the palace. Considering the difficulty, Sammie had done 
well to be able to do as much as she had done. 

“Thank you for doing what you did for her.” He hoped it would be 
enough to keep Kahlan alive until he could find Zedd and Nicci, and 
then get them all back to the palace. 

“Keep in mind that I’m not an expert in such things, Lord Rahl, but 
I think that with her injuries healed as best as I could do, and her not 
losing any more blood, it may just take some more rest for the healing 
to complete enough for her to wake. You’ve been asleep a long time. 
I’m hoping that she, too, will wake up once she has had some more 
rest. She was hurt worse than you, so she may just need some more 
sleep before she wakes.” 

Richard wanted to believe that was true, but he didn’t know if it 
was just wishful thinking. “What about the others? All the people who 
were hurt. Did you heal them first?” 

Sammie was a long moment in answering. “Some of them.” 

Richard looked up. “Why didn’t you heal them all, all the ones who 
could be healed, anyway?” 

“Because had I not stopped so that I could heal you, you would 
have died. The Mother Confessor is in more serious trouble because 
that awful shadow of death is a lot stronger in her, but you were in 
more immediate danger from your injuries and loss of blood. You 
were in danger of dying from the things that I could heal. I had to 
make a choice.” 

Richard’s heart sank. “You mean, you had to let some of your 


people die to instead save me?” 

Sammie swallowed. “Yes.” 

Richard’s brow drew tight with concern. “Those were your people, 
Sammie. Why would you abandon them to heal us? To heal 
strangers?” 

Sammie sat on the chair close beside him. She put some of her 
weight on her hands beside her small hips and rocked a little at the 
thought of how to answer his question. 

“Pm only one person,” she said in a quiet tone. “I worked on those I 
could save, worked as fast as I could, did what I could. Some people 
were going to die no matter what. I knew that if I spent the night 
trying to save some of those, they would still die in the end and then 
others that I might have saved would also die. 

“There were many people needing healing. There wasn’t enough 
time to heal all of them, even if I would not have healed you. I was 
never going to be able to save them all. 

“This is the second night since the attack. You slept that night of the 
attack, all day yesterday, and most of last night. It will be dawn soon. 
That first night, after you had ended the threat and the battle was 
over, you passed out. 

“I had you brought here while I stayed out there and healed a 
number of people. More needed healing. Some people died as they 
waited, died while I healed others that I thought had a better chance. 
Some had wounds that are beyond my skill. I knew I had to leave 
them. Ester and others comforted them as best they could. 

“Throughout the night, between healing people, I checked on you 
and the Mother Confessor to make sure that you both hadn’t gotten 
any worse and that you could wait a little longer for me. There were 
so many who were hurt. Some not badly, so I left them to people like 
Ester to help with what they could do. I worked on those in more need 
for as long as I could. But then it could wait no longer. 

“I had to choose who I was going to help, you and the Mother 
Confessor, or some of the others still waiting. I knew that if I helped 
you, then some of those I couldn’t get to would die. But I also knew 
that if I didn’t do what I could for you and the Mother Confessor, you 
both would die that night. 

“T had to decide. I decided to heal you while I still could.” 

Richard ran a hand back over his face, distressed to hear that she 
had been faced with such a choice, that saving his and Kahlan’s life 
had cost others theirs. 

“T never had to make a decision like that before,” she said. “My 
mother never talked to me about how to make such a choice. Such a 
thing never came up. I don’t know—maybe she wouldn’t have known 
what to do, either. There was no one else who could tell me what to 


do. All I knew was that I had to figure it out on my own.” 

Richard had made such gut-wrenching decisions before. They left 
scars that never entirely healed. 

“I decided that I had to heal you while I still could,” she finally 
said. “You saved a lot of people that night. I know that, in reality, you 
saved us all. Most of the people here would have been killed that 
night—we all could have been killed—if not for you being here. You 
are the one. You need to live. By helping you, I am helping many 
more people here to live than just those I could have healed.” 

She had said that about him when she had first met him. Richard 
frowned. “What do you mean, I’m the one?” 

Sammie shrugged uncomfortably as her gaze drifted away. “You are 
the one I chose.” 

He knew that wasn’t what she had meant. She was evading the 
answer, but he didn’t press her on it. She would tell him when she was 
ready. 

“I understand, Samantha.” 

She frowned as her eyes turned up to him. “Why did you call me 
that?” 

“Because,” he said, “Sammie is what you were called when you 
were a child. You made a very difficult, adult choice. You are 
becoming a woman, now. You used your head and made choices like a 
woman, not like a girl. I think Samantha is a more fitting name for 
you, if you don’t mind me being so forward.” 

Samantha began to beam with pride at the unexpected 
acknowledgment. “Thank you, Lord Rahl. I’ve always wanted to be 
called Samantha—it sounds so much more grown-up—but to everyone 
else I have always been seen as Sammie. It’s hard when you’re still a 
girl trying to find out how to be a woman. You're the first one to see 
me as Samantha. Thank you.” 

Richard bowed his head in a single nod. 

“Now, Samantha, please tell me the real reason you let others die 
and chose instead to heal Kahlan and me.” 

She looked very much the woman she was growing into as she 
gazed into his eyes. “Because you are the only one who can save us 
all.” 

“T think you had better explain what that means.” 

Samantha nodded. “I think I had better. We are running out of time. 
We are all running out of time.” 
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“What do you mean, we're all running out of time?” Richard asked. 

She took a deep breath as she gathered her thoughts. “Well, there 
were other gifted people here, but they’re all gone, now, so I guess 
that no matter how ill prepared I am for the task, it’s up to me to 
explain it all to you.” 

“There were other gifted here? You mean besides your mother?” 
When she nodded, he asked, “So what happened to them?” 

“I had three aunts, all gifted. Two were my mother’s sisters, the 
other was my father’s sister. They were all sorceresses serving our 
people. 

“My father’s sister, Clarice, was much older. She had never married. 
While among the gifted here in Stroyza there is no official leader, as 
such, it always seemed that she was our matriarch. She was the elder 
gifted and everyone deferred to her judgment. It had been that way 
my whole life. It seemed the natural order of things. 

“Some time back, a little over a year and a half ago, she was found 
dead in the woods not far from here. People assumed that she must 
have died because she was old. Everyone in Stroyza was shaken by her 
passing.” 

“Did she really die of natural causes?” 

“T don’t know. At the time we all thought so—we didn’t have reason 
to suspect anything else. Now, I’m not so sure. 

“After she died, people turned to my mother to fill Clarice’s place.” 
Samantha gestured around at the room. “That was when we moved in 
here. These quarters are where the foremost of the gifted of our 
village lives. It’s an ancient tradition that is part of our ways. 

“Not long after Clarice’s death, when my parents and I moved in 
here, we first started hearing rumors of people encountering a strange 
woman with her lips sewn shut. It was only later that we found out 
that she was called Jit the Hedge Maid and that she had a strange lair 
in Kharga Trace. We didn’t know where she’d come from or even how 
long she had been back in the Trace. We weren’t even sure of exactly 
what she was. 

“From traders passing through here who visited many of the people 
of the Dark Lands, we heard all kinds of rumors about Jit. Some 


thought she was death come among us, marking the end of time. Some 
thought she had remarkable, even miraculous abilities to heal those 
who could not otherwise be healed. 

“My mother was able to learn that Jit used some kind of magic that 
was unlike ours, some kind of occult power that we had never 
encountered before.” Samantha looked up at his eyes to make sure he 
was paying attention. “Some kind of magic that could maybe do 
things we never knew could be done, like maybe make the dead walk 
again.” 

“You mean like those walking corpses who attacked the other 
night?” 

Samantha nodded. “There were rumors of such things, of bodies 
stolen from graves. Rumors of the dead walking the Dark Lands.” 

Richard wondered if Jit was the one who had reanimated and sent 
the dead men to attack the village. He wondered, even though he had 
killed the Hedge Maid, if there were more of her dead minions 
wandering the countryside. 

“My two aunts Martha and Millicent were convinced that Jit could 
be nothing less than some kind of evil creature that had escaped from 
beyond the north wall.” 

Richard leaned forward. “The north wall?” 

Samantha briefly gestured in that direction. “Pll get to that. 
Anyway, after they’d heard enough worrisome stories, my parents, 
two aunts, and their husbands all decided that since we were the 
closest village to Kharga Trace and were the ones potentially most at 
risk, we needed to investigate and find out the truth. 

“Aunt Martha’s husband was gifted. Not a wizard, as was explained 
to me—I’ve never met a real wizard, neither has anyone I know. Aunt 
Millicent’s husband Gyles was supposedly gifted as well, but in a 
different way. He was mostly given to small prophecies, or at least so 
he said. No one much believed him, though. My mother humored his 
claims. 

“But Uncle Gyles was one of those who had long been warning of a 
dark force he said would one day come into the Dark Lands. Then we 
heard about Jit having built a lair in the Trace. Gyles thought it was 
proof of his prophetic abilities. 

“My mother always said that if you predicted rain long enough, 
sooner or later you would get wet and be proven right. She said that 
there were good times in life and bad, and if you predicted bad, you 
would eventually be proven right, but if you predicted it loud enough, 
you would be proven a prophet.” 

Richard smiled at that. He had always thought much the same 
thing. 

“What kind of stories were your people hearing about Jit?” he 


asked before he became lost in the family tree. 

Samantha shrugged. “The stories were mostly whispered to my 
parents and aunts and uncles behind closed doors. My mother never 
told me what was said, but I knew that she was concerned.” 

“You didn’t ask?” 

“No. I knew better. When my parents wanted me to know 
something, they told me. If they didn’t tell me, I knew that meant I 
wasn’t to ask, that it was an adult matter. The six of them—my 
parents, both aunts, and both wuncles—discussed such matters 
privately, between themselves. Especially if it was a decision about 
the safety of our people.” 

“The gifted rule here, then? Even if informally?” 

“Not exactly.” Samantha squinted in thought, looking for the words. 
“The gifted have always been the ones people of Stroyza turned to. I 
don’t know that you would say they rule, exactly. We’re a small place, 
not an empire, and it never much seemed that we needed someone to 
rule. Maybe to settle arguments, occasionally, but not really to rule. 

“Tt’s always been more like the people here respect the gifted and 
seek their advice, much like people respect elders and seek advice 
from them, but don’t necessarily want to be ruled by them. When 
something needed deciding, people would often come to one of the 
gifted—my parents or aunts and uncles—seeking advice, and on 
occasion, a decision.” 

“You mean like when we were first brought here, they sent for you 
because they respect your ability, but they wouldn’t expect you to 
think you could rule them.” 

Samantha smiled at the analogy. “I guess that’s a good way to put 
it. So in this matter that seemed to somehow involve magic, the gifted 
decided among themselves that Aunt Martha and her husband, since 
he was gifted too, would go look into what was happening in Kharga 
Trace, what this Hedge Maid really was, and what she might be up to 
back in that swamp. 

“Last fall, when the water level was at its lowest, Aunt Martha and 
her husband set out for the Trace to look into it.” 

“And they never came back,” Richard guessed when she brooded 
silence for a moment. 

Samantha confirmed his suspicion with a shake of her head. “Our 
people searched, but my aunt and uncle were never found. The 
wilderness of the Dark Lands is vast so they couldn’t search 
everywhere, of course. More than that, though, people were afraid to 
go too far into the uncharted depths of the dark swamp of Kharga 
Trace. 

“Then, this past spring, someone found their remains when the 
overflow of spring waters washed them out of the swamp.” 


Richard knew that there couldn’t have been much left of the bodies. 
He tried to ask a gruesome question as gently as possible. 

“After all that time, being out in the swamp and all, how could you 
be sure it was them?” 

Samantha lifted a hand in a forlorn gesture. “My mother identified 
their bones. She said that the bones carried the telltale trace of the 
Grace—of the gift—and she recognized it as that of her sister.” 

Samantha stared at her hands nested in her lap. “She also said that 
she could read in the bones that they had died a violent death. She 
said they had been murdered.” 

Richard wondered if it was true that a gifted person could actually 
tell such things from bones, or if it had been grief speaking, trying to 
find blame. He didn’t know enough about the gift to know the answer 
to that question. 

He did know, though, that the Dark Lands were a dangerous place, 
and Kharga Trace certainly more so. He had been warned about going 
into the Dark Lands by soldiers who grew up in that mysterious part 
of D’Hara. Given everything he knew, not only of the warnings he had 
heard, but his own experience, it was not at all unreasonable to 
believe that Samantha’s aunt and uncle had been murdered. 

“Not long after,” Samantha said, “my other gifted aunt, Aunt 
Millicent, and her husband Gyles, were taken away by soldiers from 
the abbey.” 

Richard frowned in surprise. “The abbey?” 

“Yes, it’s a distant place off somewhere near the city of Saavedra. 
It’s run by Abbot Dreier. It’s a place that has something to do with 
collecting prophecy for Hannis Arc, who rules Fajin Province from his 
citadel in Saavedra.” 

“What do you know about this place, this abbey?” 

“Not much at all, really, other than that they collect prophecy, like I 
told you. I’m not sure anyone knows much about it. No one likes to 
talk about the abbey, or the citadel.” 

Richard knew Abbot Ludwig Dreier, but he didn’t say so. Ludwig 
Dreier had stirred up trouble about prophecy at the People’s Palace. 
He had, in fact, turned a number of lands away from their alliance 
with the D’Haran Empire in favor of throwing their lot in with Hannis 
Arc, who promised to share prophecy with them, and reveal its 
secrets. 

“Any idea why they would pick out your aunt and uncle to go to 
the abbey?” he asked. 

Samantha idly rubbed the edge of the chair. “I don’t know, for sure. 
But Uncle Gyles was the one I told you about who claimed to have a 
bit of the gift for prophecy. Maybe that had something to do with it. 
Maybe they wanted him to speak of what prophecy says about our 


future. 

“All I know for sure is that soldiers showed up and said that Aunt 
Millicent and Uncle Gyles had to go with them. The soldiers said that 
because they were gifted, they had been chosen to go to the abbey to 
help with prophecy. They said that it was for the good of the people of 
Fajin Province, that prophecy belonged to all the people.” 

“And they never returned after helping with prophecy?” 

By the way Samantha looked down as she shook her head, Richard 
got the point that no one ever returned from the abbey. He wondered 
why. 

“That left my mother as the only gifted person left in Stroyza.” 

“There’s you,” Richard said. “You're gifted.” 

Samantha shrugged one shoulder. “I guess. I guess I should say it 
left my mother as the only adult gifted person in Stroyza. Now, she is 
gone. That means the ancient duty we were given has fallen to me.” 

Richard didn’t think he liked the sound of that. He flicked a piece of 
straw off his pant leg. 

“Do you know what the name of your village, your people, means? 
What ‘Stroyza’ means?” 

Samantha pushed back some of her black hair as she frowned up at 
him. “No. I thought it was just a name. I never heard anyone say that 
it meant anything.” 

“It’s a High D’Haran word.” 

“High D’Haran is an ancient, dead language. No one today 
understands High D’Haran.” 

“T do.” 

“Really?” Intrigued, she leaned in. “So what does it mean, then?” 

“Tt means ‘sentinel.” 

Samantha’s smile ghosted away as her face lost its color. 

“Dear spirits,” she whispered. 

“Does that word in an ancient language have something to do with 
your ancient duty?” Richard asked. 

Her eyes beginning to brim with tears, Samantha nodded. 

“That’s what my mother had been doing. She had been keeping 
watch. My parents left Stroyza to report what she had seen, but she 
was never able to complete that duty. They didn’t make it far when 
my father was killed. My mother is missing and I fear that she has also 
been murdered.” 

“We don’t know that, yet,” Richard said. “What was she watching?” 

Samantha gestured toward the door with the Grace carved into it. “I 
need to show you.” 
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Samantha touched her slender fingers lightly to the design of the 
Grace carved into the door. 

“This is our duty,” she said. “Our duty to the world of life.” 

“You mean, to be guardians of what the Grace represents?” 

“That’s right,” she said as she pushed open the door. 

Richard couldn’t imagine how these people in this remote place 
could be guardians of the Grace. That symbol embraced all that 
existed. He looked back at Kahlan, making sure she was still breathing 
peacefully, before following Samantha through the doorway 
emblazoned with a Grace, as if it was meant to serve as a reminder of 
that duty. 

The room inside, as well made as the outer room, was dimly lit with 
a few candles. A rumpled blanket lay pushed to the side of a mat 
where she must have been sleeping as she waited for him to wake. A 
simple but well-made tall cabinet stood to the side of a curved bench 
with a small pack and waterskin under it. 

Samantha led him into a dark hallway at the back of the room. She 
took a lantern from a shelf, lighting it with a gesture, a flick of her 
hand, that sent a flame sparked by her gift into the wick. The 
lamplight sent a mellow glow down a hallway that was longer than he 
expected it would be. 

The hallway led them past a few rooms that he thought were likely 
to have been more bedrooms. There was a small recess cut into the 
wall. Three plank shelves in the niche held a few small, simple clay 
statues. One of the figures was a shepherd standing beside several 
sheep. Another was of a man, hand shielding his eyes, apparently 
gazing into the distance. On the lower shelves were a few books, and 
some folded linens. After passing several more darkened rooms to the 
sides, the hallway continued on without interruption, going deeper yet 
into the mountain, finally ending at a rather strange dead end. 

The single opening at the end of the passageway was closed off on 
the far side by what looked to be a slab of stone. Carved in the center 
of the stone blocking the passageway was another Grace. To the side 
of the doorway Richard spotted a metal plate set into the wall. The 
plate was so corroded and pitted with age that it looked like part of 


the stone of the wall and he almost missed it. 

Richard had seen similar metal plates before, though they had been 
in better condition. They had also been located in important restricted 
areas. Such plates were a kind of lock requiring the key of the gift. 

Richard’s gift had in the past allowed him access to many such 
shielded passageways and restricted areas. It had even allowed him 
access to areas with the kind of deadly protective shields that required 
both Additive and Subtractive Magic in order to pass, places no one 
had been able to enter for hundreds of years. 

“No one else in your village, none of your ungifted people, can get 
through here, can they?” 

Samantha shook her head. “No. This is a place meant only for those 
who are gifted. Others are never allowed in here. Most people are at 
least a little fearful of the gifted and none of them ever enter the 
gifted’s quarters unless invited, and I’ve never known of anyone 
invited back this far into this place. ’ve never heard anyone but the 
gifted even mention this place. Pm not sure, but I don’t think that 
anyone but the gifted among us even know that this place exists.” 

Richard pressed his hand to the plate to open the door. Nothing 
happened. 

“My gift doesn’t open it,” he said, a bit surprised. 

He recalled that his gift hadn’t worked to protect Kahlan, or to heal 
her. It was further confirmation, as if he needed any, that for some 
reason his gift was not working. 

In a fluid gesture, Samantha’s fingers traced the lines of the Grace 
carved into the stone blocking the opening, doing it in the proper 
sequence in which a Grace was to be drawn. First the outer circle 
representing the limits of life, then the square inside that circle that 
represented the world of life, then another circle inside the square that 
represented the beginning of life, then the eight-pointed star, 
representing Creation, within the inner circle. Lastly she traced the 
lines coming from each point of the star, crossing the inner circle that 
marked the beginning of the world of life, and then the outer circle 
that represented the end of life and the beginning of the world of the 
dead. 

“The gift,” Samantha said as she traced the last of the eight lines 
going outward, “as it is meant to be.” 

Richard frowned, wondering what she was getting at. “The world of 
life and the spirit world, with the spark of the gift connecting it all.” 

“As it is meant to be,” she again prompted. “In the proper order,” 
she stressed. “The world of life, and then after life ends, the spirit 
world—the underworld, the world of the dead.” 

“I know,” he said, still frowning, still not understanding what she 
was getting at, but a bit unsettled by how easily she slipped into the 


enigmatic temperament of a sorceress. 

“Your said that your gift does not work.” 

“That’s right.” 

“From the things my mother taught me about the gift and its 
connection to everything as shown in the Grace, I think your gift isn’t 
working because it is corrupted.” 

“Go on. I’m listening.” 

“You have death in you, do you not?” 

“Tm afraid so.” 

“Death in the world of life,” she said as she arched an eyebrow. 
“That can’t be. That is not the order of things, not as the Grace shows 
it should be. 

“There is supposed to be the world of life, and the world of the 
dead. They each exist in their own place, as shown by the Grace. You 
have both at the same time, in the same place. That violates the 
Grace.” 

Richard felt goose bumps on his arms. He had not thought of it in 
that way before. 

“That is how I know you are the one,” she said in a confidential 
tone as she leaned in. 

Richard’s brow drew even tighter. “What do you mean?” 

“Right now, you are neither of the kingdom of life, nor the kingdom 
of death.” 

“How does that make me the one you think you’re looking for?” 

“T have to show you,” she said as she straightened. 

She placed the flat of her hand against the metal plate. At her 
touch, the stone blocking the doorway began to roll to the right, 
revealing a passageway beyond. Richard stood in silence, staring into 
the darkness, as the heavy stone rumbled to a stop at the side. 

“What is this place?” 

“A place for the gifted of Stroyza. For those who keep watch.” 

Richard wondered what they were keeping watch for. He stepped 
through the opening, to a bracket holding a glass sphere just on the 
other side. He knew what that was as well. He had often used the light 
spheres left from ancient times. 

But this time, as he approached, the glass sphere remained dark. He 
brushed his fingertips along the smooth surface, but it remained dead 
and dark. 

As Samantha came closer and reached for the glass sphere, it began 
to glow, lighting the hall. She picked up the glowing sphere and then 
set her lantern down back in the hall before touching another metal 
shield placed on the inside to shut them in. The massive stone began 
to roll back into place across the opening. 

“My gift doesn’t work for that either, I guess,” Richard said in 


frustration as he gestured to the light sphere. 

“What I don’t understand,” she said with a twitch of a frown, “is 
why, if your gift doesn’t work, the magic of your sword did. It seems a 
contradiction.” 

“If your theory is correct, and I think it is, then it isn’t a 
contradiction at all. My gift is something within me.” Richard lifted 
the sword a few inches and then let it drop back into its scabbard. 
“The sword, on the other hand, is external magic, something 
constructed. It doesn’t need the gift to work. Anyone, including those 
who are not gifted, could use the sword and its magic would work for 
them. Its magic is independent of any person. It only requires the 
intent of the person wielding it.” 

Samantha nodded thoughtfully at the explanation. “That makes 
sense.” 

Richard looked back the way they had come. “But that means that 
Kahlan’s Confessor power likely won’t work. She was born a 
Confessor. It’s innate in her, just as I was born with my gift.” 

It was a troubling realization that Kahlan very well might be 
without the protection of her Confessor power. 

Samantha nodded. “She has that same touch of death in her as you 
do, so you must be right. It’s corrupting the order of her existence the 
same as it’s corrupting yours. Like you, even though she is alive, she, 
too, carries death within her. Except that with her that presence of 
death is stronger than it is within you. 

“In that way, you both exist in two worlds—the kingdom of life, 
and the kingdom of death.” Samantha leaned a little closer in the 
sphere’s light, lifting an eyebrow to be sure he was paying attention. 
“Those two worlds don’t belong together.” 

“Great,” Richard muttered, now concerned that on top of 
everything else, Kahlan didn’t have the protection of her power. 

“Come on,” Samantha said as she started down the stone corridor. 
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Richard followed behind the wisp of a girl, engulfed in the glowing 
cocoon of light from the glass sphere she was holding. The stone of 
the passageway walls had been laboriously smoothed and precisely 
squared with the floor and ceiling, much like the rest of the quarters 
where Samantha now lived. There were no decorations of any kind on 
the smooth walls, other than the very faint natural variations in the 
consistency of the rock. 

The corridor, devoid as it was of furnishings or so much as a shelf 
or niche or bench, had an odd feel to him, a deliberately sterile sense, 
as if it had been built with the intention that there be no distractions 
of any kind, no reason to linger, for those meant to use this hallway. 
The skill and time invested in creating the flat precision was in and of 
itself the decoration. 

In an odd way, it put him in mind of some of the private corridors 
in the People’s Palace, the ancestral home of the Lord Rahl. They were 
lined with beautiful paintings and statues that were meant to be a 
subtle reminder to the Lord Rahl, as he passed through those halls, of 
his duty to protect the sanctity of life. This corridor, devoid of 
anything that might be a distraction, in a contrary and subtle way 
seemed meant to remind those whose business it was to pass this way 
of the deadly seriousness of their purpose. 

He wondered what that purpose could be. 

In places the corridor curved gently. By the way it bent its way 
through the mountain, Richard had the impression that the 
meandering route was not for aesthetic reasons. The curves, being 
shallow turns rather than straight sections connected by corners, 
seemed yet another aspect of the guiding principle of minimizing 
distractions. 

After a time, they arrived at another door similar to the first one. It, 
too, had a capstone covering the far side of the square passageway, to 
stop anyone who might have made it past the first from getting any 
farther. Without delay, Samantha pressed the flat of her small hand 
against the metal plate on the wall to the side. 

Richard noticed that when she did, the light sphere glowed brighter 
as the magic recognized her as someone permitted to pass the shielded 


doorway. That told him that this shield was stronger than the first. In 
addition, this stone looked bigger and considerably heavier than the 
previous one, apparently another means to keep what was beyond 
more secure. 

The mountain itself rumbled as the great, round stone disc began 
rolling to the right, its tremendous weight grinding small bits of dirt 
and popping flakes of rock, crushing them under the weight. The stone 
rolled back into a slot cut into the mountain. Once through, since the 
first had been closed, she left the second stone open. 

Beyond the doorway, Richard noticed that the corridor was half 
again wider than the one they had just come from. The walls of this 
place were also smoothed, but to a far greater degree, so that they had 
a sheen to them. He ran his fingers along the cold, creamy surface of 
the stone, marveling at what it would have taken to accomplish such 
an effect. The light from the sphere Samantha held reflected off the 
wall in a way that revealed that the stone had been smoothed and 
then polished in much the same way marble statues were polished to 
create flesh in stone. 

When they rounded a curve and abruptly encountered symbols on 
the walls to the left, Richard stopped in his tracks. 

The designs had been incised into the featureless rock walls, making 
those symbols more enduring than paint would ever have been. 
Whoever had done this wanted those symbols to remain as long as the 
mountain stood. He could see that farther on into the passageway the 
symbols and designs proliferated to cover most of the wall. 

Richard recognized the symbols. 

Samantha turned back. “Come on. This way.” 

Richard had a hard time pulling his gaze from the flowing designs, 
the circles within circles, the unique devices, and varied emblematic 
shapes. He started out again, hurrying to follow Samantha. 

As he rushed along the hallway to catch up with her, scanning the 
patterns carved into the wall, Richard saw that the designs grew not 
only more numerous the farther he went, but more complex. Soon 
they covered much of the wall to their left from floor to ceiling. Their 
very number conveyed a sense of urgency to the messages contained 
in the symbols. 

Coming around another curve in the passageway, he was surprised 
to see a soft blush of light up ahead. He realized that it wasn’t more of 
the light from the spheres. This was daylight. It seemed to be coming 
from some kind of window or opening on the wall to the left. The 
muted light coming in that opening fell on the wall on the opposite 
side of the corridor, brightening the whole hallway, making all the 
designs on the wall to the left stand out all the more plainly. 

“Here,” Samantha said, placing her glowing sphere in an iron 


bracket among the symbols before going on ahead to stand in the 
radiance of natural light. She gestured to the round opening in the 
wall that was letting that light in. 

Richard rushed up and looked in. He saw that an opening had been 
bored through the rock to the outside of the mountain. He stuck his 
head into the circular portal to take a look out. The opening had been 
cut precisely and was perfectly round. It started out about four feet 
across but tapered slightly as it went through the stone toward the 
outside of the mountain. It looked to be eight or ten feet long, with 
smooth sides similar to the hallway, but not polished. By the time the 
hole reached the far end where it emerged out on the side of the 
mountain, letting in the daylight and fresh air, it had narrowed down 
to less than three feet in diameter. 

The strange hole allowed him to look out in a different direction 
than the cliff opening where he had come up into the cave village. 

This hole faced north. 

Richard frowned at Samantha. “What is this?” 

She pointed through the opening. “Look.” 

He put his hands on the edge and leaned in a little, looking out 
through the cylindrical opening into a murky dawn. He saw in the 
gloomy light a valley spread out before them. Not much of the dense 
forest of the valley far below was visible. The length and shape of the 
cylindrical opening restricted the view to a specific place off in the 
distance. 

The opening framed a gap in soaring mountains many miles away. 
He bent down, trying to look up, trying to see how high the mountains 
were, but they were so immense and because of the way the opening 
was made it wouldn’t allow him to see the mountaintops. All he could 
see were impassable walls of stone rising up from a valley below. 

A deep canyon between the rock walls appeared to be the only way 
through the barrier of the mountains. Having been a woods guide, 
Richard understood the difficulties of finding passable routes through 
rugged wilderness. There was often only one passage through such 
mountainous country. It appeared to him that the valley was the only 
way back into and beyond those mountains. 

He backed away. “What is it I’m supposed to see?” 

“Well,” she said, gesturing to two small metal plates in the wall 
around the opening, “you need to use these.” 

Framing the opening was a design with a several distinct motifs. 
Like the others, Richard recognized the symbols that made up the 
designs. To each side, where Samantha pointed, within elements of 
the design where he hadn’t noticed them at first, there were small 
metal plates, each about half the size of his palms. The metal was in 
better condition than the first shield plates he’d seen. It looked to be 


worn smooth by the touch of countless hands. 

“Here, let me show you.” Since his gift didn’t work, she ducked 
under his arm and popped up in front of him so that she could put her 
hands on both plates for him. She was tiny enough that she could 
easily slip into the space between him and the wall. The top of her 
mass of black hair came up only to the middle of his chest. 

“Lean around me and look in,” she said. 

As Samantha bent to the side, keeping a hand on each plate, 
Richard leaned past her to put his head inside the circular opening. 

To his surprise, the air wavered, similar to the way the air above a 
fire wavered, except that it did it in a circular pattern, more like 
ripples in a pond radiating outward. It was a dizzying sight that made 
his stomach feel a bit queasy. 

But then the ripples in the air cleared, so that the distant view out 
the hole through the rock suddenly appeared much closer. It was as if 
he were abruptly shifted much closer to the mountains than he had 
been only a moment before. 

As his eyes adjusted to the light and the resolving clarity of the 
scene, he realized that there was something built across the valley. 
Framed in the center between the two mountains, at the base of the 
canyon, a wall that was obviously man-made stretched between the 
cliff walls to either side. 

Richard squinted as he studied the detail of the wall. It was 
enormous. It was as colossal as any man-made structure he’d seen. 
The lofty wall towered over the forest at its base. 

In the center of the wall, also made of stone and rising up higher 
yet, was what appeared to be a monster of some sort, jaws gaping 
open, with fangs hanging down over a massive portal, as if walking 
through it would be like walking into the waiting maw of some 
grotesque stone beast. In that opening, great doors stood taller than 
the tallest trees. The doors were nearly as colossal as the wall holding 
them. 

The doors stood open. 

Richard backed away from the round portal. Samantha removed her 
hands from the metal plates to each side and the view through the 
portal wavered, resolving back to the way it had looked when he had 
first looked out. 

“The north wall,” Samantha said in simple explanation. 

“The north wall,” he repeated. By his tone he let her know that he 
didn’t understand the significance. 

“As long as I’ve been alive,” she explained, “those gates have 
always been closed. As long as my mother had been alive, those gates 
were always closed. As long as our people have lived in this place, 
those gates have stood closed.” 


“Do you know how long your people have lived here?” 

“Pm not sure, exactly. I heard it said that we’ve been here for 
thousands of years. But my mother was only just starting to teach me 
about our duty, the duty of the gifted here, of our mission to stand 
watch over the north wall. Those lessons were cut short when in the 
middle of one of them my mother saw that the gates in the north wall 
were open. 

“In all my life I had never seen my mother that upset. She kept 
muttering that she had never expected that it would happen in her 
lifetime, or mine. She was angry with herself.” 

“Why would she be angry with herself?” 

“I heard her say that Jit should have made her suspect that 
something was wrong. She said that it could only be that such a being 
coming into the Dark Lands was because the north wall was failing 
and some of those from the other side were beginning to slip through. 
The Hedge Maid didn’t belong here. She had to be one of those 
creatures from the other side, like others that we’ve heard rumored. 
My mother said that she had known that something was wrong, but 
she never suspected that it could have to do with the north wall. 

“When I asked her what she was talking about, what it meant, she 
said that it meant that life as we knew it would never be the same. 
That the world would never be the same. 

“She said that the world of life might very well not survive what 
was to come. 

“T was terrified and wanted her to explain it to me, but she said that 
there was no time. She rushed back out of here. She said that she had 
to go before it was too late.” 

“Go?” Richard glanced out the opening again, and then back at 
Samantha. “Go where?” 

“To warn those who needed to know.” 

Samantha’s gaze sank to the ground. “My parents died—my father 
did, anyway—when they left to go to the Keep to talk to the wizards’ 
council, to carry out our ancient mission of warning the head wizards 
that the north wall had been breached.” 

Richard stared down at the girl. “The wizards’ council? There is no 
wizards’ council at the Keep.” 

Samantha looked up at him in shock. “There’s not?” 

“No. There hasn’t been a wizards’ council at the Keep for a long 
time. Until my grandfather recently moved back there with some 
other people, the Keep had long been deserted.” 


CHAPTER 


22 


“But when my mother and father left, they were going there to warn 
the wizards’ council. Thats what they said.” Samantha’s gaze looked 
lost as it darted about. “They said that the wizards’ council at the 
Keep would be the authority on the matter of the north wall. That’s 
what my mother told me—that she had to go to the Keep to warn 
those who would know what to do about it.” 

Richard was only now starting to realize just how isolated the 
village of Stroyza was from the rest of D’Hara, not just in distance, but 
in knowledge of the outside world. He felt sorry for these people, 
thinking they were serving a vital mission for wizards who no longer 
existed. 

He spread his hands in regret. “I’m sorry, Samantha, but there is no 
such council there at the Keep. There used to be, but that was long 
ago. There is no longer a wizards’ council at the Keep, or anywhere, 
for that matter. 

“Its not like it used to be. Those gifted born as wizards have 
become extremely rare. There aren’t many left today. I’m one of those 
who was born with that gift, but I grew up without knowing anything 
about it, so I’m afraid that I’m no expert on the subject. 

“My grandfather is First Wizard and knows a great deal about such 
things as the history of the wizards at the Keep, but he’s missing. If I 
can find him and the others with him, maybe he would be able to tell 
you more.” 

While Zedd probably knew a great deal about the history of the 
wizards’ council, Richard didn’t think that he knew anything about a 
north wall in such a forgotten place. 

On the verge of panic, Samantha grabbed a mass of black hair in 
each fist. She looked out the opening through the rock wall as if 
looking for an answer. She looked like she wanted to pull her hair out. 
He could see that her world, her duty in life, was coming apart at the 
seams. 

Richard laid a hand on her shoulder. “Slow down, Samantha. Take 
a deep breath and then why don’t you tell me what happened next.” 

She nodded and then swallowed to help slow her breathing. “Some 
of our people found my father’s remains not far from here. My 


mother’s things—her pack and traveling supplies—were found 
scattered about on the ground nearby. There were drag marks, they 
said, that looked like she had fought them. Our people couldn’t find 
her anywhere. The ground was rocky and they couldn’t follow the 
trail. 

“After that, with the north wall breached, and me being the only 
gifted person left, I knew that it was up to me, now.” She flung her 
arms up. “But I didn’t know how to get to a distant Wizard’s Keep. I 
don’t even know where it is, except I think it’s far to the west 
somewhere. I hadn’t yet learned the things I still need to learn. I didn’t 
know what to do.” 

She looked up at him. “Fortunately, you showed up. I don’t know if 
it was coincidence, or fate, or if it was the good spirits themselves 
intervening to send you here when I needed you most.” 

Richard cast her a sideways look. “I don’t believe much in 
coincidence.” 

“Well, all I know is that you’re the one meant to hear about this— 
especially since you tell me there is no longer a wizards’ council. After 
all, you said yourself that you’re one of those who is gifted in that 
way.” 

Richard let out a deep breath of his own. “I’m not so sure.” 

“I think that it all happened this way because you're the one.” 

“The one.” Richard cast her a skeptical look. “I’m glad you think so. 
I’m not so sure.” 

Some of the tension eased out of her shoulders as she let out a deep 
sigh. “I am.” 

He arched an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t you think that if I was ‘the one’ I 
would know something about all this? I’ve never heard of any of it. I 
only recently heard of the Dark Lands for the first time.” 

“You killed Jit. Only you could have done that. Only the person we 
needed could have done that.” 

In frustration, he gestured out the round opening. “Yes, but I don’t 
know anything at all about this north wall. This is the first I’ve ever 
heard of it. I killed Jit because she had captured Kahlan, then me, and 
she was going to kill us both if I didn’t stop her. I was just trying to 
survive, to live. That’s all there was to it. Kill or be killed.” 

Richard paused as a thought occurred to him. He wondered why Jit 
had gone to so much trouble in the first place to draw them both in. 

She had first gotten her hands on Henrik, then cast some kind of 
spell over the boy. Making him helpless to do otherwise, she had sent 
him on a mission to deliver her occult conjuring to Richard and 
Kahlan in order to get both to come to her in Kharga Trace. Because of 
the calculated intent of that spell, the Hedge Maid had been able to 
draw Kahlan to her lair and imprison her there. That, in turn, had 


drawn Richard to her. 

Now that he thought about it, he couldn’t really imagine, living as 
she did way back in the depths of that forlorn swamp, that she would 
have had any way to know anything about Richard and Kahlan off in 
the distant People’s Palace. It didn’t make any sense, unless she had 
merely been looking to take down anyone who was a leader and that 
just happened to be Richard and Kahlan. 

Unless someone else had a motive and they had directed her to do 
it in the first place. 

“That’s what we're all doing,” Samantha said. “We're all just trying 
to survive.” 

He put the distracting thoughts of Jit’s intentions out of his mind 
and returned to the matter at hand. Samantha was still looking up at 
him, waiting. 

“T understand,” he said, “but that doesn’t mean that I’m the one you 
need to tell about all this north wall business. Like I told you, I never 
heard of it before.” 

“Well, you are the Lord Rahl,” she said with simple logic. “To my 
mind, that makes you even more important than a wizards’ council. 
You rule all of the D’Haran Empire, don’t you? This is part of your 
empire.” 

Richard grudgingly had to concede her point. “I guess you’re right 
about that much of it, but that’s not enough to make me the one you 
need to tell about the north wall.” 

“But that’s only a small part of it. The main reason is that you are of 
that place beyond the north wall.” 

Richard put his hands on his hips as he looked down at the wisp of 
a girl. He tried to keep the frown off his face. He couldn’t imagine that 
it was comforting to have a big man, and the Lord Rahl besides, 
towering over her. 

“Pm from Hartland.” He aimed a thumb back behind him toward 
the west. “That’s a small place in Westland, on the far side of the 
Midlands. That’s a very long way from here. I’m not from beyond that 
north wall.” 

“I don’t mean it in that way,” she said in a calm voice as if he were 
dense and she was trying to be patient. 

She was showing that exasperating side of sorceresses that made 
them all tend to talk in circles and riddles in a way that never failed to 
make him feel ignorant. He had once surmised that such a demeanor 
was a product of age and wisdom. But he could see now that it wasn’t. 
That inborn nature of a sorceress was showing in Samantha even at a 
young age, much like the color of her hair or her small frame. He 
found it annoying the way it made him feel a bit dim-witted. 

“When I say that you are of that place, I don’t mean that you grew 


up there,” she said, patiently, when she saw that he wasn’t following 
her meaning. “What I meant is that you are from there... well, 
inwardly. You are of the place.” She tilted her head as if to ask if he 
finally understood. 

He didn’t. “Of the place? What place?” 

“The third kingdom,” she said in simple explanation. 

“The third kingdom?” 

“Yes,” she said as she dipped her head in a single nod, seeming to 
think that it was now as plain as could be. “The Grace explains the 
way it is all supposed to be.” 

“Samantha,” he said, trying to be calm, “I don’t know what you’re 
getting at.” 

“There are two kingdoms represented in the Grace, right? The 
kingdom of life starting with the inner circle, and the kingdom of the 
dead beginning at the outer circle.” 

“So then what’s this third kingdom?” 

She stretched up on her tiptoes and pointed out the opening. “That 
is the third kingdom, beyond the north wall that has kept it locked 
away for all this time, since the time of the ancient war.” 

Richard had been dealt years of grief, misery, and trouble because 
of that ancient war. It was a war that had never been fully resolved 
back when it had raged. That ancient conflict had reawakened to 
spawn a new war that had caused untold suffering and had taken 
hundreds of thousands of lives. But that war, both the ancient one and 
the new one it had given rise to, was at last over. He had ended it for 
good. 

Richard glanced out the opening and then back at Samantha. “What 
does a place have to do with the Grace.” 

“No, you don’t understand. Not a place, as such. Although, it is a 
place—” 

“Tt is, but it isn’t.” He made an effort to control his voice and keep it 
composed. “Samantha, if I’m going to help, you need to be more 
clear.” 

“Sorry.” She pushed some of her hair back, took a breath, and lifted 
both hands as she started over. “The third kingdom is neither the 
kingdom of life, nor the kingdom of death.” She lifted each hand 
alternately as if to illustrate both of those kingdoms in balance. She 
brought her hands together. “The third kingdom is both, together, in 
the same place, at the same time.” 

Richard felt goose bumps tingle up his arms to the nape of his neck. 
“That’s not possible.” 

An uncomfortable thought immediately came to him. He had once 
ventured to the underworld to go to the Temple of the Winds, which 
had been banished there for safekeeping during that ancient great 


war. He was life, and he had been in the world of the dead. So, in a 
way, both life and death had been in the same place at the same time. 

When he first met Kahlan she had come looking for help from 
beyond the barrier that separated Westland from the Midlands. That 
barrier, slicing through their world, like a crack in their world, was an 
opening into the underworld. He had gone through that barrier with 
her. 

So, in a way, he realized that such things were in some ways 
possible. Great trouble, certainly, but possible. 

He turned back to the opening, this time looking at the symbols 
circling it, rather than looking out the opening itself to the distant 
valley. He surveyed the symbols, deciphering them in his mind as he 
studied the entire band of elements. It was then, for the first time, that 
he saw that the symbols translated to “the third kingdom.” 

It was naming what the opening showed. 

When he had first seen that encircling emblem, and had recognized 
the device within the design that meant “kingdom,” he had assumed 
that the circle of symbols would merely be the name of an ancient 
kingdom. After all, what was now D’Hara had once been made up of 
many kingdoms. 

Samantha reached up and tapped her finger on his chest. “You have 
both life and death in you at the same time. Right now, you are 
neither of the world of life, nor of the world of the dead. Right now, 
you belong in both places. You have both life and death in you at the 
same time, as does the Mother Confessor. If that touch of death is not 
removed from you, it will claim you both and you both will die. But 
for now, you carry both life and death within you.” 

Richard stared at her. 

“That is why I say that you are of that place.” Without taking her 
eyes from him, she flicked a finger toward the opening looking out 
into the distance. “You are of the third kingdom beyond the north 
wall.” 
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“The north wall? Why do you keep calling it that?” 

She frowned at him, puzzled by the question. “Because that’s what 
it’s called.” 

“No it’s not,” Richard said. 

Her smooth brow creased. “What are you talking about?” 

Richard gestured back at the symbols stretching back along the 
wall. “It’s called the barrier wall. There is no mention of a north wall 
anywhere in these writings. It only speaks of the barrier wall. So why 
do your people call it the north wall?” 

Samantha’s dark eyes grew large and round. Her face looked pale 
against the dark frame of her hair. 

“Do you mean to say that you can read those strange markings on 
the walls?” 

“Yes.” He pointed to the circle of symbols around the opening. 
“This one here says ‘the third kingdom.’ It’s naming what it shows: 
‘the third kingdom.” 

Richard ran the flat of a hand along the wall to the side, where 
ancient symbols had been carefully cut into the smooth, polished 
surface. “This here speaks of the barrier wall. See, right here? This 
symbol combined with this one under it means ‘barrier wall.’ Nowhere 
does it call it the north wall.” 

Samantha followed behind him, ignoring where he pointed, instead 
gaping up at him. “You can read these markings? Are you saying that 
you really know what they all mean? You really understand them? For 
real?” 

He nodded as he swept his hand past another grouping of symbols. 
“These markings, here, all deal with the barrier. There’s a tremendous 
amount of information written here. I’d have to study it awhile to be 
able to translate it all, but I understand enough of what I see to know 
that it all pertains to the barrier and the third kingdom that lies 
beyond.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “So why do you call it 
the north wall?” 

She looked at a loss. “I don’t know. It has always been called the 
north wall. We’ve never had any reason to think it might be called 
something different.” 


It was Richard’s turn to be taken aback. He stopped and stared at 
her. 

“Do you mean to say that it has been the duty of the gifted people 
here in Stroyza to watch the barrier so they could warn others if the 
gates ever opened, and none of you could read the information about 
it all, the instructions and warnings that have been left right here on 
the walls?” 

She looked bewildered, confused, and somewhat embarrassed. “I’m 
sorry, Lord Rahl, but from what I’ve been taught, the markings are an 
ancient, dead language. I never heard my mother, aunts, or uncles say 
that the things on the walls here were important. Aunt Martha always 
smiled when she saw them and called them the pretty decorations our 
ancestors left for us. 

“My mother mentioned that others used to think it might be some 
kind of message, but I was always told that if it was, their ancient 
meaning had long ago been lost.” 

“But your people have been here all this time, apparently since the 
time that this was all built and this information was placed here. How 
could you not know what it says? Why wasn’t the understanding of 
these writings passed down? Why weren’t young people taught how to 
read this?” 

She gazed at the wall a moment before looking back at him. “Tm 
sorry, Lord Rahl, but I don’t have an answer.” 

“Tt doesn’t make any sense.” Richard lifted a hand and then let it 
drop. “Why wouldn’t the gifted here teach their descendants, teach 
their children, to read this? After all, this was apparently their 
purpose, their duty—to be sentinels. This wall tells them about their 
purpose.” 

Samantha scratched her brow as she considered the problem. “Well, 
sometimes a skip is born—you know, a person who doesn’t inherit the 
gift.” 

Richard nodded as he rested the palm of his left hand on the hilt of 
his sword. “The gift skipped my mother.” 

“T guess that there must have been gaps like that in the lines of 
gifted who serve Stroyza,” she said. “It must be that there weren’t 
enough sorceresses with gifted children, so their knowledge wasn’t 
able to be passed on. When those ungifted children eventually had 
gifted children, maybe the only sorceresses still alive were old and the 
grandchildren weren’t yet old enough to learn it all. It could even be 
that older sorceresses had passed away by then and the young gifted 
had no one to teach them. 

“After all, you say that you’re gifted but no one taught you about 
using your gift. That knowledge that could have been passed on was 
lost to you. Who knows what you failed to learn as a result.” 


Richard’s mouth twisted with an exasperated expression. “I guess 
you have a point.” 

“Our understanding of these markings must have been lost during 
the times of those skips, so that the gifted who were eventually born 
were only able to learn sketchy pieces. It could even be that young 
people weren’t taught for some reason. You weren’t. 

“Like me with my mother gone, those young people during times of 
skips likely were never even aware of what areas of knowledge had 
been lost. After all, once I have children I can’t ever teach them the 
things my mother knew because she never had the time to teach me 
all she knew. I don’t even know what I’m missing from her, or how 
much she might have known that I will never know. I guess that must 
be why the meaning of these markings were never passed down to 
her.” 

Richard let out a weary sigh. “I guess that makes sense. I didn’t 
mean to make it sound like your people were negligent. It must have 
been hard for them. All this time they’ve lived way out here in this 
desolate place, all the time losing the knowledge of their reason for 
being here.” 

That was one of the reasons Richard had always considered books 
to be so important, why he sought them out, and why he put so much 
effort into gleaning information from them. Books were links that 
spanned such missing human bonds or even times of savagery and its 
resulting ages of ignorance. 

It was helpful if you had an elder who could pass on their 
knowledge, but if there were no elders to teach you for whatever 
reason, books filled the void, not merely in generations, but often in 
centuries and sometimes even millennia. Books served to keep hard- 
won knowledge safe. They endured. Books could almost be immortal. 

He glided the flat of his hand over the symbols carved into the 
stone wall. But you had to know how to read to extract that 
information. All the invaluable information written here on the walls 
was useless if young people weren’t taught how to read it. 

Samantha frowned suspiciously as she scrutinized the wall of 
symbols she couldn’t understand. “If you had no one to teach you 
about your gift, then how can you understand a dead language?” 

“In the course of some of the things I’ve been through, on my way 
to becoming the Lord Rahl, I’ve had to learn a lot of different things, 
such as High D’Haran”—he gestured at the wall—“and this.” 

His gaze drifted back to the round opening. “But in all I’ve learned, 
I’ve never learned anything about a third kingdom. I’ve never heard 
this place mentioned anywhere.” 

“T guess your elders failed to teach you many things, too.” 

He succumbed to a crooked smile. “I guess so.” 


“But what about this dead language?” she asked, still looking 
perplexed. “You really do understand these strange markings and 
know what they all mean?” 

“Yes.” He again ran the flat of his hand over one of the designs. 
“This one here, for instance, involves what it calls barrier spells. It 
says that the barrier spells, not the stone walls, or iron gates, or even 
the mountains are the true strength that keeps such a great evil 
contained.” 

“Great evil...” she said with a worried look. 

He nodded as he gestured with a finger. “This composition here, 
beside it, mentions gravity spells being part of the barrier spells. rd 
have to read more to try to find out what that means.” He looked 
down at her. “Do you happen to know what gravity spells are?” 

She shook her head, still staring at him in wonder, as if he could be 
nothing less than a good spirit with mystical knowledge come into the 
world of life to stand before her and explain the unexplainable. It 
made him feel a bit uncomfortable. 

He went to another series of designs, studying the different 
elements for a moment. He tapped the wall. “This, here, talks about 
the gifted who settled here in this place called ‘Stroyza’ to watch over 
the barrier. It says they must stay in this place and watch for a 
deterioration of the gravity spells, which would in turn degrade the 
effectiveness of the barrier.” 

“T feel terrible that we lost all this knowledge. They went to so 
much trouble to pass on their knowledge, and we lost its meaning.” 

Richard nodded absently as he pinched his lower lip in 
concentration, studying the symbols, unable to resist translating them 
in his head as he scanned the elements. He wagged a finger at the 
wall. 

“This is interesting. It seems that the people who did this were 
aware that the barrier couldn’t last forever. That’s why they left 
people here to watch over it in the first place. It says that the spells, 
though powerful and long-lived, would eventually decay over time. It 
says that when that starts to happen some of those on the other side 
will begin to escape out into the world of life.” 

“Jit,” Samantha whispered in realization. She looked up at him. 
“She was one of those things that we should have known to watch for. 
My mother was worried about the Hedge Maid, and where she might 
have come from, but she didn’t know anything about these barrier 
spells as you called them.” 

Samantha walked along the wall, gazing at all the markings in a 
new light. “To think, I never even knew that this was a language. I 
can’t believe that none of us ever knew that these odd markings were 
important instructions on our duty.” 


“Tt’s called the language of Creation.” 

Samantha turned back to him, her brow drawing together. “Do they 
teach you this language of Creation in Hartland, where you are from?” 

Richard smiled at the notion. “No. I learned it not long ago, as a 
matter of fact.” 

The language of Creation was what the ancient machine Regula, or 
the omen machine as some called it, used to communicate or to set 
down prophecy. Regula issued prophecy by using focused beams of 
light to burn the symbols composing the language of Creation onto 
metal strips. There was part of a book, also called Regula, back at the 
People’s Palace. Not all of it was there. Part of it, the part explaining 
the purpose of the machine, had long ago been removed and sent to 
the Temple of the Winds for safekeeping. 

Regula seemed to be an instruction book of some sort for the device. 
With the help of the book Richard had learned to translate the 
symbols and in the process learned the language of Creation. 

The language of Creation was a condensed, efficient form of 
writing. It used symbols representing concepts, rather than words. 
Once Richard caught on, he had come to realize that for years he had 
used parts of the language of Creation without realizing it. Many 
symbols in the Keep as well as spells drawn by the gifted used 
elements of the language of Creation. In many small ways, the 
language of Creation influenced all that came after it. 

“T don’t see how such a thing is possible,” Samantha said with a 
frustrated sigh. “I don’t see how something can be communicated 
merely with symbols and designs.” She swept a hand past the wall. 
“How do circles, triangles, and all these different kinds of squiggly 
emblems and elements and such really tell us anything? At least 
anything complex?” 

“The Grace is a symbol, isn’t it?” he asked as he scanned the writing 
on the wall. 

“Well, yes.” 

“It’s a symbol from the language of Creation.” 

Her eyes grew big again. “It is?” 

“Sure. And it’s a pretty complex concept, don’t you think? Look 
here.” With a finger he revealed a circular element nested in one of 
the symbols on the wall. “Here is a symbol that talks about life, and 
the dangers to it from what lies beyond the barrier. See how it 
contains some elements of the Grace?” 

Samantha’s jaw dropped as she came closer and touched the motif 
of life. “I’ve never noticed that before. I always came here with my 
mother to look out through the opening into the distance to check the 
wall. Since I never knew what any of the things carved on the wall 
meant, or that they meant anything, I’ve never really paid much 


attention to any of it. I walked past it all the time without ever really 
looking at it.” 

“It’s all the language of Creation,” Richard said. 

“You are the one,” she said, staring up at him again with awed 
conviction. “Only the right one, the one who can help us all, would 
understand this writing and be able to tell what we must do about the 
third kingdom breaking through its barrier.” 

“Just because I understand the language of Creation, that doesn’t 
mean I understand the problem or I know what to do about it. I have 
my own problems to...” 

Richard turned back suddenly to the opening that looked out at the 
wall between the mountains in the distance. 

“Dear spirits,” he whispered aloud, “I think I might know where 
they are.” 
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Samantha looked puzzled. “You know where who is?” 

“My friends who came to the Dark Lands to rescue me and Kahlan,” 
Richard said, distracted as his mind raced, trying to fit together the 
pieces of the puzzle. “My friends were attacked much like your 
parents were attacked.” 

“What are you talking about? How do they connect to this?” she 
asked as she swept a hand out toward the expanse of symbols. 

“Barrier spells,” Richard said, turning back to the description on the 
wall. “When I first woke, there were a couple of men there standing 
over us. I was only just regaining consciousness, but I remember some 
of what they were saying. They were speculating about who might 
have attacked the soldiers and my friends who had been taking Kahlan 
and me back to the People’s Palace. 

“One of the men said that he thought our group had been attacked 
by people called the Shun-tuk—” 

“Shun-tuk? I’ve never heard any such people in the Dark Lands.” 

Richard looked toward the opening out through the wall. “I don’t 
think the Shun-tuk are from the Dark Lands. The other man was 
skeptical about it being the Shun-tuk. The first said ‘With the barrier 
wall now breached, what better place to hunt for people with souls? 
The Shun-tuk would go anywhere, do anything, to find such people.” 

Samantha looked horrified. “So, then, you think these Shun-tuk 
came from beyond this barrier?” 

“Sounds like it. The second man said that they had a vast homeland 
of their own. He wanted to know why they would come this far. The 
first man said, ‘Same as us. Hunting for those with souls.” 

Samantha’s nose wrinkled as she made a face. “Hunting for souls?” 

“That’s what he said. I don’t think their homeland is on this side of 
the barrier. I think it’s out beyond.” 

Richard returned to the wall, scanning the progression of symbols 
and designs, looking for something about souls. As he read in silence, 
Samantha walked on ahead, her footsteps echoing through the hall as 
she dragged a hand along the stone, gazing at the symbols she 
couldn’t understand, but was now starting to see in a new light. 

“Lord Rahl,” she called back. 


Richard, concentrating on the symbols, glanced back to where she 
had a finger pressed to the wall. “What is it?” 

“T think there’s a name here.” 

“A name? Are you sure?” 

“Well, I don’t know,” she said as she leaned closer to the wall, “but 
it’s not a symbol. I think it must be a name carved into the stone. It 
says ‘Naja.’” 

“Naja?” Richard was surprised that she could read something on the 
wall. 

“Yes, right here. I can’t believe I’ve never seen it before. I guess I 
never noticed it because it’s so small, and it’s almost lost in the crazy 
swirl of designs.” 

Richard scanned the wall off to the right of where Samantha stood 
holding a finger under the name. The area was slightly different than 
the rest of the carving on the corridor walls. The lines etched into the 
smooth stone of the wall stood out in stark relief in the glow of the 
glass sphere. They were packed tighter, into their own section, 
creating what was a block of symbols unto themselves. The section 
created a core among the expanse of symbols flowing out around it. 

Richard looked above Samantha’s slender finger resting on the wall. 
There was indeed what looked to be the name Naja carved into the 
wall. After the name he saw a crescent with three rays below it cut 
into the stone—the symbol for the word “moon.” 

“What do you suppose it means?” 

Richard quickly translated some of the other symbols. “You’re right. 
It is a name. The first part can’t be written in the language of 
Creation, only the second part can.” 

“So what’s the name, then?” 

“Naja Moon.” 

“That’s a beautiful name,” Samantha said as she considered the 
sound of it, “but what do you suppose it’s doing here?” 

Richard was only half listening. He was already looking for the 
answer to that very question. He scanned the symbols to confirm his 
initial impression. 

“This is a personal account,” he said half to himself, half to 
Samantha. 

“A personal account?” 

Richard straightened. “That’s right.” 

Gazing at all the symbols, Samantha slowly shook her head in 
wonder. She pointed, then, a little farther into the maze of symbols. 

“Look over here—there’s another name. Magda Searus.” 

Richard’s knees grew weak under the weight of meaning behind 
that name. Goose bumps rippled up his arms at seeing it written there 
in the stone, written in such a far-off, lonely, forgotten land. 


Samantha frowned with concern when she saw the look on his face. 
“Lord Rahl, what’s wrong? Does that name mean something to you?” 

“Magda Searus was the first Confessor.” 

“The first Confessor. You mean Magda Searus was a Confessor like 
your wife?” 

Richard touched his fingertips to his temples as he stared at the 
name from legend. 

“That’s right,” he said at last. “Magda Searus was the very first of 
her kind, the first woman to become a Confessor. It all began with 
her.” Richard pointed after her name at another: Merritt. “Merritt was 
her wizard, her protector, much like I am Kahlan’s protector.” 

Samantha looked back at the names and shook her head in wonder. 
“The first...” She looked back at him. “What does it say about them?” 

Richard’s fingers reverently brushed the names and then the 
following emblems incised into the stone. “It says that this is Naja 
Moon’s firsthand account, set down here at the behest of Magda 
Searus and Wizard Merritt so that all those who come after would 
never forget.” 

Samantha swallowed. “I’m shamed to say that our people have 
forgotten.” She looked up at him hopefully. “So, can you read it then? 
Can you read the account so that it might once again be known?” 

Richard cleared his throat as he found the beginning and started 
working out the translation. Right there at the beginning of the 
account, he found another name—Sulachan—tangled in among the 
symbols. 

“T says that Emperor Sulachan’s makers—” 

“Emperor Sulachan? Who is that, and what is a maker?” 

Richard shook his head. “It doesn’t say, exactly, but by what comes 
next it appears that makers were wizards of some sort.” He tapped a 
finger against the next complex of designs. “It says here that Sulachan, 
emperor of the Old World, commanded his makers to develop new 
and powerful weapons for use in their war against the New World. It 
says that in doing his bidding they created terrible new spells for 
him.” 

Richard felt an icy chill at realizing that the war he had fought 
against Emperor Jagang and the Old World had first been ignited 
here, in Naja Moon’s time, in Magda and Merritt’s time. It was a time 
of the creation of some of most terrifying spells ever conceived. That 
same, distant age was also the time when the spells creating the first 
Confessor had been constructed. 

That was the balance that magic needed for the terror conceived 
and loosed on the world. 

Richard was seeing an account of the birth of a war that had caused 
unimaginable suffering and death. It was the beginning of a struggle 


for domination that had raged across the millennia. The flames of that 
war had never entirely died out but instead smoldered for thousands 
of years only to reignite in Richard’s time. 

It had begun in the time of the first Confessor and her wizard, 
Merritt, and reignited into full fury again in the time of the last living 
Confessor, Kahlan, and her wizard, Richard. 

This account was from that time when Kahlan’s Confessor power 
was born. 
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“These makers mentioned here must be wizards who made things with 
magic,” Samantha was saying, bringing him out of his thoughts. “I’ve 
heard my aunts talking about how wizards make constructed spells. It 
must be that Naja is talking about constructed spells.” 

Richard cast Samantha a look. “No, not constructed spells, at least 
not at first, not at this stage. First, they made new forms of magic 
itself. Later they then used those new forms in constructed spells. 
They also used new forms of magic to create weapons out of people.” 

Her mouth dropped open. “They changed people into weapons?” 

Richard nodded. “Terrible weapons, like Emperor Jagang from the 
Old World. His ancestors were weapons first created back in Naja’s 
time. They were called dream walkers.” 

“Really?” she whispered in wonder. “My mother never taught me of 
such things.” 

“Not a lot of people in our time knew of such things from that 
ancient war. Some of us learned about them after that war started up 
again. We were all pretty horrified to learn about such weapons.” 

“But how are new forms of magic possible in the first place? I 
thought that magic was magic, that it was always the same, and that 
we must learn how it works. I never heard anyone say that it’s 
possible to make new kinds of magic.” 

Despite appreciating her endearing curiosity, Richard was too 
distracted by the appalling nature of what he was learning to want to 
get into it right then, so he simply said, “Yes, it’s possible.” 

“Does it say what kinds of new magic they created?” 

Richard’s brow lowered as he looked down at her. “Samantha, let 
me decipher more of it and Pl tell you.” 

Her head sank between her shoulders a bit. “Sorry.” 

Richard went back to translating the story. “It says the makers 
developed spells to use the dead—” 

“Use the dead! Are you serious? Use them for what?” 

“It says they were used as warriors, of sorts. Through these new 
spells, corpses were awakened from what was called their death sleep 
and made to serve the emperor’s cause.” 

Samantha clutched his forearm. “You mean like those monsters that 


attacked us the other night? Those creatures that looked like corpses 
pulled from graves and brought back to life?” 

“Apparently.” Richard shook his head at the ghastly account he was 
seeing written in the stone. “It says that by altering elements within 
the Grace, the emperor’s makers learned how to manipulate the spirits 
of the dead in the underworld—” 

“Why would they do that?” Samantha interrupted yet again, 
impatient for him to translate faster. 

He waved a hand to silence her so he could finish studying a 
grouping of symbols before continuing. She sighed and waited quietly. 

Richard wiped a hand across his brow. “It says that they invested 
powerful magic into dead bodies while at the same time using 
Subtractive Magic on their spirits in the underworld, in that way 
linking those spirits back to their worldly remains.” 

Samantha hugged her arms to herself as if feeling a sudden chill. “I 
never imagined that such things were even possible.” 

Richard hadn’t either. He translated another line before continuing 
to explain. “This says they were able to do it by manipulating that 
connection in the Grace—the spark of the gift—that runs from 
creation, through life, and into death, connecting it all. In this way 
they were able to create walking dead that had no will of their own. 
These reanimated corpses were given a purpose by those who had 
awakened them. 

“It says that in this way Sulachan’s makers were able to create an 
army of bloodless, relentless, remorseless killers. It says that when 
awakened from their death sleep in this way, they don’t know hunger, 
pain, fear, or pity. They never get weary. They don’t ever retreat. 
They have no ambition but the one given them, and they can’t be 
killed because they are already dead. 

“It says here that the dead could be animated as needed. When 
awakened they are tirelessly committed to their purpose. The magic 
that drives them also gives them terrible strength. They are so strong 
they can tear people limb from limb.” 

“That certainly sounds like what we saw the other night,” Samantha 
said. 

“Pd have to agree with that.” Richard tapped the tightly packed line 
of symbols. “It also goes along with what it says next. It says that they 
are so single-minded that if they lose their legs they will not feel it 
and will instead use their arms to pull themselves after the ones they 
were sent to kill. I wish I could say that it sounds too preposterous to 
believe, but I saw that very thing with my own eyes. 

“It says they must be hacked to pieces, but warns that magic 
hardens them so doing so is difficult. That same magic that animates 
them also protects them, acting as a kind of shield, and makes using 


most forms of the gift against them virtually useless. It says you can 
burn them, though, either with normal fire or wizard’s fire.” 

“Wizard’s fire. I’ve never seen wizard’s fire. Have you?” 

Richard grunted that he had as he concentrated on working out 
more of the translation. “This says that shields don’t protect against 
them because shields key off life.” 

He gestured back up the corridor. “I was wondering why the shields 
protecting this area move those large stones out of the way. It struck 
me as out of the ordinary for shields.” 

“Really? In what way?” 

“With all the shields I’ve seen before, touching the metal plate 
allows those with the right gifted ability to pass through the shield 
without being harmed. Those shields never used anything but magic 
to block a passageway. Some of them would repel those who don’t 
belong by using uncomfortable sound, heat, or even tingling pain to 
keep people from passing, but there are dangerous shields that are 
strong enough to kill intruders if they continue to try to get through. 
There were shields that would strip the flesh from your bones if you 
continued to try to pass after they gave you a warning. 

“All those shields used magic. These shields here must use those big 
stones instead because the dead they are intended to shield against are 
protected by the same magic that animates them, so they aren’t 
affected by a regular shield’s power. They could pass right through a 
conventional shield, but the simple physical barrier of those round 
stones is too massive for them to move aside.” 

As she thought it over, Richard worked out the next section of 
symbols. “Well, this is frightening,” he said. “It says that these 
reanimated dead are often sent against specific targets, such as the 
gifted.” He glanced down at her. “Looks like you were right about 
them being after you.” 

She looked aggrieved. “I told you so.” 

“And do you know why they would have been after you?” 

She seemed surprised by the question. “To eliminate the gifted so 
they can’t use magic to stop them?” 

Richard tapped the wall of symbols. “Magic doesn’t work against 
them—except maybe wizard’s fire, and you certainly can’t wield that. 
Besides, I don’t think they killed my grandfather, Zedd, or Nicci. Zedd 
is a wizard and Nicci a sorceress. I suspect someone wanted them 
taken captive for some reason. I wonder if they took your mother as 
well. After all, your father’s remains were found, but hers weren’t.” 

“All right, then, why do you think these monsters would come after 
me?” 

“The gifted here watch the barrier in order to warn others if those 
in the third kingdom ever start to escape. I suspect their intent was to 


prevent an alarm. They may have killed your other relatives to keep 
them from warning anyone until they could completely breach the 
barrier spells. It’s possible they murdered your mother as well as your 
father, but capturing her would also have prevented her from warning 
anyone and maybe they have some purpose in mind for the gifted. 
That only left you, here in Stroyza. I think they wanted to kill you, or 
maybe even capture you as well, to keep you from sending out an 
alarm.” 

Samantha looked shaken. “I don’t even know how to send out an 
alarm.” 

“They don’t know that.” 

“T suppose not.” She looked up hopefully. “Do you really think my 
mother is alive?” 

Richard was a long moment in answering. “I hope so, Samantha. I 
hope my friends are still alive as well. If they are, I have to try to 
rescue them. As easily as these monsters could have killed them, I 
wonder if whoever brought them back to life wanted gifted people 
captured alive for some reason. If they really do have your mother 
along with my friends, maybe I can get her out as well.” 

Samantha glanced to the opening overlooking the third kingdom. 
“You mean go there? Surely, you don’t mean that you’re thinking of 
going to that terrible place that is in part the world of the dead? A 
place where the dead walk the world of life? That sounds like 
suicide.” 

He regarded her with a resolute look. “Besides wanting to free them 
from harm, if I don’t rescue my friends and get them back to the 
containment field where they can remove death’s touch from us, then 
Kahlan and I are going to die.” 

Samantha swallowed before she answered. “I know.” 

Richard asked the question to which he already knew the answer, 
but couldn’t help asking. “Do you see any hope for us, any way to get 
this sickness out of us and save our lives, other than what Henrik 
overheard must be done?” 

Samantha glanced back over her shoulder, as if she could see 
Kahlan lying back there. When she looked back at him her eyes looked 
considerably older than her years. There was no doubt or uncertainty 
in her young features, or her sorceress eyes. 

She shook her head. “I’m afraid not, Lord Rahl. The Mother 
Confessor is very sick. Im hoping that with what I was able to do for 
her she will soon recover enough strength to wake and be able to eat 
and drink, but she is deathly sick. So are you, even if you don’t yet 
feel its full effect. You soon will. She will die if that death within her 
is not removed. She does not have a lot of time left. You will last a 
little longer, but not much. The path for both of you is set, unless 


something is done to change it.” 

Richard nodded, unable to say anything, unable to stop himself 
from imagining Kahlan lying dead. 

“Pm sorry, Lord Rahl, but I don’t think you are the kind of man who 
would want me to tell you anything other than the truth.” 

Richard stared into Samantha’s dark eyes. “No, I wouldn’t. Only the 
truth can help us. That’s why I need to translate this message. I need 
to see if there is any information here that can help us.” 

He couldn’t say out loud that if Kahlan died, he would not want to 
live. Life held nothing for him without Kahlan. Life held nothing but 
imminent death for both of them if he couldn’t find Zedd and Nicci. 
To do that, he needed to go to the third kingdom, but first he had to 
learn what he faced. 

He looked briefly at the account on the wall highlighted in the eerie 
light of the sphere. “Maybe I can find something here that will help 
us, give us some answers we can use.” 

She nodded solemnly. “I hope so.” 

He turned back to the language of Creation and read to himself for 
a moment. It was grim reading. 

“Naja’s account says that the dead are always plentiful and more 
corpses were animated as needed, often in vast numbers. Oftentimes 
they used their own soldiers who had been killed. She says that as part 
of its function the magic that possesses them forestalls the decay 
process, but because such dark forces are used in the world of life, the 
magic invested in the dead has limits. For one, because everything in 
the world of life breaks down over time, so does this magic. As it does, 
its effectiveness degrades and the dead it possesses will begin to 
resume natural decomposition. She advises that while they know that 
the magic animating the dead eventually fails, she doesn’t know how 
long that process takes.” 

“Great. So these killers, these walking dead who don’t rot for ages, 
are plentiful and now they’re escaping the third kingdom to walk 
among us.” 

“Tt would seem so,” Richard said in desolate agreement. 

Samantha shook her head in dismay. “Even Jit stayed in her lair. As 
dangerous as the rest of the Dark Lands can be, we’ve never before 
had to face anything as terrifying as these walking dead. I can’t 
imagine anything worse.” 

Richard, still reading ahead in Naja’s account, lightly skimmed his 
fingers over the next line written in the language of Creation inscribed 
in the wall. 

“Tt says here that the half people are far worse.” 


CHAPTER 


26 


“Lord Rahl, your face just turned white. What’s wrong? What in the 
world are half people? Does it say what they are?” Samantha leaned 
in. “Lord Rahl, answer me. What’s wrong?” 

Richard pressed his fingertips to his forehead a moment as he 
double-checked the translation. He ran it through his head again while 
trying to grapple with such an alien concept. 

“It says that the half people are living people who have been 
stripped of their souls.” 

“Stripped of their souls?” She cocked her head toward him. “Are 
you serious?” 

Richard couldn’t help scanning it yet again before going on to read 
the following section of the sobering account. He finally backed away, 
staring at the writing on the wall. 

“Pm afraid so.” He pointed out a complex symbol. “This is the part 
here where it warns that those beyond the barrier have no souls.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense. How can people not have a soul? Our 
souls are part of us all. They are ‘us.’ It’s like saying...” She cast about, 
trying to find the words. “... that, that living people aren’t alive.” 

“Pm afraid that in a way that’s exactly what it’s saying. Naja says 
that the half people aren’t exactly human, but they almost are. She 
says they are somewhere in between human and not human.” 

Samantha’s nose wrinkled as she made a face. “How can that be?” 

“Apparently, the dead and the half people share certain things in 
common and that’s what keeps the half people from being fully 
human. At least not in the accepted sense.” 

Samantha leaned in with a look of dismay. “Accepted sense? What 
does that mean?” 

Richard took a deep breath. “Well, the accepted sense is that living 
people have souls. But what does that mean? How does it make us 
human? In some part, having a soul means having the full intellectual 
ability to reason. Do you understand?” 

“T don’t think so. What does reasoning have to do with it?” 

“The ability to reason is what gives us our capacity to have 
empathy for others, to value life itself. Our ability to judge right from 
wrong, to value all life, is only possible through our ability to reason. 


Reason is what powers morality. 

“Naja says that these half people have no empathy and she also 
makes the specific point that they don’t have the ability to reason 
fully. I think that she wanted us to see that the two are connected. 
That part of them that enabled them to reason out their larger self- 
interest has been destroyed through Subtractive Magic. That ability to 
reason was the source of their empathy, their humanity. 

“She says that because of the way their minds have been reduced, 
with what is left of them they can only reason in part, the way a 
predator reasons in order to hunt. 

“Without the ability to reason in that broader sense, they are not 
the same as us. They are not human. They have no context for their 
lives, no transcending aspirations, no understanding or feelings for 
others. They make weapons, they hunt, they kill, they eat, they 
reproduce. They have human form, but that’s all.” 

Samantha gave him a crooked look. “I can understand Sulachan 
wishing to have this mindless army, but do you think that it’s really 
even possible to do such a thing?” 

“Apparently,” Richard said as he scanned the symbols, translating 
the gist of it for her. “In this line here, Naja says that the Grace and so 
their very being was ripped asunder. After that, they invested them 
with magic that is similar to that used to reanimate the dead. In this 
way the emperor’s makers were able to create a race of half people to 
serve him. 

“What’s more, because of what was done with Subtractive Magic to 
the husk of their living bodies, half people age very slowly, almost 
imperceptibly.” 

Samantha, looking more than a little skeptical, folded her arms. 
“Magic can do a lot of things, but it can’t slow people from aging. If it 
could, the gifted would all do that to keep themselves from getting 
old.” 

“It can be done,” Richard said. “I’ve seen it myself at the Palace of 
the Prophets. Ancient spells altered time there. The people living 
inside that spell seemed to age slowly compared to the rest of us. It 
was originally done when the palace was built in order to give the 
sorceresses there enough time to complete the task of training young 
wizards. 

“I know people who once lived there who are hundreds of years old 
—at least by our measurement of time outside that spell, if not theirs 
from within it. I even know an ancestor of mine, Nathan Rahl, who 
lived there most of his life and is close to a thousand years old.” 

“A thousand years....” Samantha stared for a long moment, finally 
shaking her head. “I wish I could see such wonders that must exist out 
beyond the Dark Lands. I’ve always known that Pm doomed to stay 


here in this little isolated place, like all my ancestors, never to see the 
world beyond. But I’ve dreamed of seeing such wonders.” 

“I don’t know if I would call them ‘wonders.’ Oftentimes, like with 
what we’re facing here, it’s nothing more than a whole lot of trouble.” 

After considering his words a moment she finally returned to the 
issue at hand. “But, how was it possible to keep these half people from 
aging? They’re not living inside a spell like you described.” 

“Tt necessarily involves Subtractive Magic—” 

“But only those ancient wizards back when they created these half 
people could wield Subtractive Magic, right? No one now has the 
ability to use Subtractive Magic.” 

“Even today there are a very few who can still call upon that side of 
the gift.” He didn’t go into the fact that he was one of those—at least 
when his gift was working. Her eyes were wide again, so he simply 
continued with what he had been explaining. 

“So, in this case, since Subtractive Magic had been used to bring 
about such changes in the Grace, that would inescapably involve the 
underworld and in that way their aging was slowed.” 

“The underworld? Why would involving the underworld slow their 
aging?” 

“Because our lives have limits—we are born, we live, and then we 
die—but we’re dead forever, right?” 

“Right,” she conceded with a confused nod. “So?” 

“So, we live for a finite time, but since death is forever there is no 
way to measure it. Life gives dimension to time.” 

“But our spirits begin their time in the underworld when we die, 
much the same as we begin our lives when we are born into the world 
of life.” 

“Except that our lives have an end, so we can say how long a 
person’s life was. In the underworld there is only that beginning when 
we die. Since there is no end to being dead, there is no way to 
measure time in the underworld. That’s why the Grace shows life with 
a beginning at Creation and an end at death, but once our spirits go 
beyond into the underworld, it goes on forever.” 

She still looked confused. “But that is when the length of time there 
starts. You start measuring time from that point.” 

“Yes but there is only that beginning point. It’s like trying to 
determine how long a rope is when there is only one end. If you can’t 
ever reach the other end because the rope goes on forever, then how 
could you measure how long it is? Life, from beginning to end, is a 
known quantity. Death has no end.” 

Samantha squinted as she tried to imagine such a thing. 

“Each day lived,” Richard said, “is one less of our limited number of 
days gone forever. Time therefore has relevance and meaning to us. 


Life is precious, so time is precious. Time is how we put value on 
things such as love. We give our most precious commodity, our time— 
a part of our lives—over to those we love.” 

“T never thought of it in that way. I know how much I treasure the 
time I spent with my parents, and how much I miss my time with 
them. What about time in the underworld?” 

“We're dead forever. So a spirit in the underworld has no sense of 
getting old because spirits don’t get old. They have no sense of their 
time running out because it doesn’t run out. They remain dead 
forever, so in the underworld a day or a thousand days or even a 
million doesn’t measure anything meaningful out of an infinite 
amount of time. You are still dead and you always will be. 

“As a consequence, because death is inalterable and the length of 
time you will be dead is limitless, there can be no value in being dead, 
and thus no value to time.” 

“But what does that have to do with these half people living a long 
time?” 

Richard arched an eyebrow. “The half people have no soul. That 
part of them is already dead. Time for the dead is limitless. The half 
people exist in a third kingdom in violation of the principles of the 
Grace, in a kingdom with its own set of principles where life and 
death exist together without clear separation, where they can 
intermingle in unexpected ways. 

“Each of those half people carries that third kingdom, thus death, 
within them, so time moves differently for them. Emperor Sulachan’s 
makers apparently used that link to the timeless world of the dead to 
make these people they turned into weapons long-lived so they could 
better serve his cause. Time was important to Sulachan because he 
was alive, so he used the opposites of both life and death to 
manipulate time for his purpose.” 

She stared at him. “That’s all pretty hard to take in.” 

Richard nodded, aware that he had seen things she couldn’t yet 
imagine and were hard for her to grasp. 

He was also all too aware that because of the Hedge Maid, death 
now held a claim on both him and Kahlan, and in that way made the 
two of them a part of that third kingdom. The difference was that they 
were not going to be able to live a long time. Their contact with that 
kingdom, through the touch of the Hedge Maid, was deadly, and the 
world of the dead would soon call that debt due. 

“I know,” he said in a measured voice. “I have to admit, it’s pretty 
hard for me to take in, too.” 
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Richard turned his attention back to the symbols carved into the wall 
and read ahead for a few minutes as Samantha waited patiently. Her 
eyes tracked his finger from time to time as he traced a particularly 
difficult emblematic design while working out the translation in his 
head. 

“So what else does it say?” she asked, her patience finally growing 
thin. 

Richard swiped a hand back across his face. “Well, there’s a lot 
about how Emperor Sulachan wanted to convert as many people as 
possible into this new race of subhumans, these half people living 
without a soul in this altered timeline so that they could continue to 
serve his cause. He also planned on eliminating any opposition to his 
grand scheme by first eliminating any of the gifted who would oppose 
him.” 

Samantha frowned up at him. “What grand plan is she talking 
about?” 

Richard went to the next line, taking it all in for a moment. He read 
it twice, making sure it actually said what he thought it said. 

“Well?” Samantha asked. “Can you read it or not?” 

Richard let out a troubled sigh. “I can read it. ’m having trouble 
believing it, but I can read it. It’s no wonder that the people of the 
New World were willing to go to war to stop him.” 

“Why, what does it say?” 

“It says that Emperor Sulachan wanted to unite the world in what 
he called the People’s Alliance, with him ruling over it all.” 

Richard had fought the Old World over many of these same kinds of 
tyrannical ideas of a greater good that some people believed 
transcended the lives of individuals. What that greater good always 
came down to was submitting to the rule of a tyrant and sacrificing to 
their cause, or dying. Enforcing the belief in a greater good required 
the massacre of anyone who disagreed, since such beliefs could not 
endure the light of differing beliefs. 

Richard had thought that with the latest emperor from the Old 
World dead, the struggle was at last over. Now, he wasn’t so sure. Evil 
always seemed to emerge to try to destroy any good that came about, 


any peace that had settled in, or any prosperity that had emerged. As 
long as mankind existed, he supposed that there would always be 
those who thought that their vision of a better world required 
murdering anyone in the way. 

It was now evident that the ancient struggle, started so long ago by 
Emperor Sulachan, and the frightening weapons he had developed, 
hadn’t been entirely eradicated. Some of those weapons loosed on the 
world of life had long ago been sealed away behind barriers and walls 
where they waited to fight another day. Where other barriers had 
come down, so, too, had this one finally given way. 

“Seems to me like someone always wants to rule,” Samantha said as 
she scanned the writing she couldn’t understand. 

“That’s certainly true enough,” Richard said as he tapped the wall 
of engraved symbols, “but the dangerous difference is that Sulachan 
believed that his cause transcended life as a larger cause for the good 
of all existence.” 

Samantha’s mouth twisted a bit. “I don’t understand.” 

“Sulachan envisioned the world of life and the world of the dead as 
one grand, interconnected entity, one whole, just as the Grace is one 
whole, interconnected concept. He wanted to unite the world of life 
and the world of the dead under his rule.” 

Samantha shook her head as she watched him reading the language 
of Creation. “That’s madness.” 

He looked over at her. “I don’t disagree with you, but sometimes 
lunatics are so driven they can take the whole world into madness 
with them.” 

“T don’t see how normal people could go along with such beliefs.” 

Richard straightened with a sigh. “Oftentimes it’s easier for lunatics 
to attract impassioned followers than it is for sensible people to get 
people to listen to reason. People are often more willing to believe lies 
than the truth. Lies can be made to sound pleasant. The truth, by its 
very nature, isn’t always so attractive. 

“That leaves peaceful people no choice but to fight for their lives or 
fall to the blades of madmen. In such a situation, there is no middle 
ground. There is no such thing as compromise between civilization 
and savagery. Civilization must always defend itself against savagery 
or else fall to it.” 

“T guess that’s our part in this?” 

Richard nodded. “I’ve never wanted to fight, to be in a war, to see 
good people die, to have to kill. I just wanted to live my life in peace. 
But others wouldn’t allow me that life of peace. The battles I fight 
have always been a fight to survive and live in peace, not to conquer. 
That’s how I came to be here instead of back in Hartland where I grew 
up.” 


He swept his hand past the writing on the wall. “In this case, here, 
with the people of the New World, it looks as if they had no stomach 
for fighting and kept out of the conflict as long as possible, but those 
of the Old World didn’t care that these people wanted to live in peace. 
In such a case, the aggressor prevails unless those wanting peace are 
willing to fight back. 

“According to Naja, Emperor Sulachan and his followers were 
determined to create whatever weapons they needed, no matter how 
terrifying or deadly, in order to conquer all those who opposed their 
plans. The reanimated dead and the half people were two such 
weapons. She says here that Sulachan’s plan was to eventually rule 
both the living and the dead, from the world of the dead.” 

Samantha paced off a few strides in agitation, then retuned. Her 
mood was as black as her hair. “I can understand a madman starting a 
fight, I’ve seen such things happen on a very small scale among 
pigheaded people here in our village, but what you’re describing 
sounds just plain crazy.” She jabbed a finger at the side of her head. 
“Crazy, crazy.” 

“Naja says the same thing, but she also warns that even if his ideas 
were as deluded, impractical, or preposterous as many knowledgeable 
people believed them to be, and even if in the end they did indeed 
prove to be impossible to carry out, he was willing to slaughter untold 
numbers of innocent people in the attempt, and that was what 
mattered to those in his way. The people of the New World were in his 
way. 

“She says that he had no intention of stopping the killing as long as 
life existed. He believed that in the end, there would be only the 
reanimated dead and the legions of half people here in the world of 
life, and he would control their souls forever from the underworld.” 

“Are you sure that he wasn’t the Keeper himself brought to life?” 
Samantha asked, sarcastically, as she folded her arms. 

“He was just a man,” Richard said. “A man like so many others who 
in one way or another, whether they have been aware of it or not, 
have been devoted to death. 

“T guess he was simply more shameless about it than most madmen. 
Naja says, in fact, that he believed the act of bringing death to so 
many and on such a grand scale was a transcendent experience.” 

Samantha threw up her hands. “This sounds so deluded that I can’t 
even fathom it. But the thing that really confuses me is why people 
would believe in such a madman and fight for his crazy cause. I mean, 
I’m not even grown-up yet, and I can see that this is lunacy.” 

Richard turned from the account on the wall. “There are plenty of 
people drawn to such a way of life. Following such a leader gives 
them license to be savages themselves, to be an anonymous thug and 


take what they have been told they are entitled to. Some people find it 
intoxicating to have the power and permission to destroy others. 

“But that’s really beside the point. The point is that Sulachan was 
powerful enough to bring about immense destruction and loss of life. 
Even if he was deluded and his ideas were crazy, he, his gifted, and 
his vast, rampaging armies had the might to bring the world under the 
darkness of a great war. 

“Fortunately, Naja and the people back then seem to have been able 
to at least create this barrier and contain some of the most menacing 
creations of his makers. It has protected the world for a very long 
time. 

“But those half people in the third kingdom, locked away for so 
long behind the barrier, have over the centuries likely continued 
growing in numbers. Now they are loose in the world of life. They are 
now again a problem.” 

Samantha, looking more than a little bitter, folded her arms. “You 
mean they’re our problem.” 

“Our problem,” Richard agreed with a nod. “All that really matters 
now is that the creations of Sulachan’s wizards in those ancient times 
have now once again been unleashed against the world. If we don’t 
figure out how to stop them, then we will be the ones who are wiped 
out.” 
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Samantha paced in nervous agitation while Richard read ahead in 
Naja’s account on the wall. He could sense the anguish in that account 
by the way the mysterious woman from so long ago went to great 
pains to ensure that future generations would understand the reasons 
behind the fears of the people back in her time and their horror at 
what had descended on them at the hands of so evil a man. 

They knew that life for the people of the New World would become 
one long dark night of terror if the half people were not stopped or 
somehow contained. It was obvious that she wanted to make sure that 
all those who came after her would also appreciate the danger that 
was locked away behind the barrier. 

“Dear spirits,” he murmured to himself. 

“What?” she asked, having heard the comment he hadn’t realized 
he’d said aloud. 

Richard took a deep breath at the description of the grim specifics. 
“Well, Naja says here that the half people began hunting for souls to 
replace the one they no longer had.” 

Samantha paused in her pacing and turned back to him. “Hunting 
for souls? What is she talking about?” 

Richard squinted in concentration, making sure of the translation 
before he went on with the account. “According to this, not having a 
soul drove the half people into a form of insanity that compelled them 
to hunt those who did have a soul in the hopes of taking that soul for 
themselves.” 

Richard abruptly paused in surprise. 

“And...?” Samantha asked when he fell silent. 

“And ... they ate any living people they could catch in an attempt 
to take possession of their soul. Such an effort was futile, according to 
Naja, but that didn’t stop the half people from continuing to try.” 

Samantha rushed closer. “They eat living people? Are you sure 
that’s what it says?” 

Richard nodded. “It was an unintended consequence of the process 
used in creating the half people. The unanticipated behavior 
developed suddenly, Naja says, not long after they were stripped of 
their souls to make them into these living weapons for Sulachan. They 


unexpectedly became so compelled by a deranged need for a soul to 
replace the one they had lost that it overrode everything else. 
Although they had been created as weapons, they became 
uncontrollable. Despite all the efforts by the wizards who had been in 
charge, the half people were driven by a frenzied need for a soul. 

“Driven by this mad, single-minded lust to consume the living, they 
can’t comprehend that this thirst for a soul is impossible to quench. 
She says they would hunt alone but often they would congregate in 
order to coordinate a more effective attack on the living.” 

“You mean they started hunting in numbers? Like packs of wolves?” 

“So it would appear,” Richard told her. “Naja says that at first they 
rampaged out of control, in the beginning attacking those who had 
created them and then the troops they had been assigned to serve with 
before escaping out into the population at large. The half people tore 
through the ranks of makers who had created them. The wizard 
makers who hadn’t been eaten were terrified of their own creation. 
Many fled. 

“For a time, they had no way of stopping them. For a time, the half 
people owned the night. People quickly learned to lock themselves 
inside once the sun went down and hope those without souls didn’t 
come for them in large numbers. 

“Fearful whispers called these demonic hunters of souls the unholy 
half dead.” 

“Unholy half dead. That sounds like a pretty good description of 
them to me,” Samantha said. 

Richard agreed. “Naja says that Sulachan’s makers were eventually 
able to come up with a solution. They modified the magic they had 
used to create them and directed this need to kill against their 
enemies—the people here in the New World.” 

“Against us?” Samantha asked in alarm. 

Richard nodded. “I’m afraid so. She says that the half people, 
although no stronger than a normal person and nowhere near as 
strong as the awakened dead, are more dangerous because they are 
quicker, but more importantly because they still have the ability to 
think like a predator and hunt those with souls. 

“Although stripped of their higher reasoning functions, they learned 
to amass and attack in overpowering numbers. After the makers 
gained control and were able to modify the magic used create them, 
their savage nature and their ability to think was finally turned 
against Sulachan’s enemies.” 

Richard was weary from the effort of translating such complex 
symbols, but he couldn’t afford to miss anything or to stop. He rubbed 
his eyes and went on reading. 

When he was silent for a time, Samantha shook his sleeve. “What 


does it say? What are you reading? Speak it out loud.” 

Richard let out a deep sigh as he straightened. He gestured vaguely, 
dismissively, at the wall. 

“There’s no new information in this part. It’s just some material 
describing how the half people kill their victims.” 

“I need to know,” Samantha said when he fell silent. “They will 
come after our people, after me. Don’t try to protect me by keeping 
me in the dark. It’s no help to be ignorant of the truth. I need to 
know.” 

Richard glanced briefly to the determination in her eyes. He 
supposed that she was right. He gestured at the description. 

“They tear people open, believing the soul they crave is inside. The 
half people often eat the victim’s insides first because they think the 
soul resides in them. They drink the blood, fearing that the soul might 
escape by leaking away. When they aren’t satisfied because they still 
haven’t been able to get what they crave, they strip all the meat from 
the bones, devouring every bit of it in an attempt to find and consume 
the soul they think is hiding somewhere in the still-warm flesh. 

“Groups of them will compete for scraps, each hoping to get the 
soul for themselves. They eat everything—muscle, blood, organs, even 
the face. They suck the brain out of the skull, or crush it with a rock 
to get at it. They leave only some of the bowels and the bones, but 
often crack open larger bones and devour the marrow, still trying to 
find the elusive soul.” 

Samantha looked dumbfounded. “How do they possibly think they 
can get a soul by eating people?” 

“It’s a madness that drives them. It doesn’t make sense to us, but it 
does to them. They think that souls reside within a person or hide in 
bodily tissues. They’re looking for that moment when the spirit 
departs the dying body. They think that at that moment they can 
devour it, pulling it into themselves for their own. So, they eat 
everything, hoping to get it while it is hiding in the body, before it can 
escape the warm flesh.” 

Samantha’s eyes grew more liquid. “They are unholy demons.” 

“Soulless demons,” Richard agreed. He gestured to the symbols as 
he went on. “Failure to gain the soul they seek only makes them more 
frantic, more enraged. The more they kill, the more they fail to be 
sated, the more obsessed they become to possess a soul. 

“Naja says that the half people can sense the presence of a soul, the 
way a predator can smell blood.” 

Samantha grabbed his sleeve again and leaned in. “You mean they 
can use that ability to track and hunt people?” 

Richard nodded. “Naja says that the half people are death itself, 
with teeth, coming for the living.” 


He had to pause to take a breath. The account was graphic and 
making him sick. He had only given her the highlights so that she 
would understand what they faced. He judged it enough. 

Samantha, looking on the verge of tears, shook her head in horror. 
“Death with teeth, coming for the living,” she said to herself. “That’s 
what happened to my father, then. And maybe my mother. If they 
hadn’t already eaten her alive when they caught her, they would have 
by now.” 

“We don’t know that.” Richard put a hand around the girl’s small 
shoulders and hugged her against his side. “I’m sorry, Samantha, to 
have to read this to you.” 

She wiped her tears on her sleeve. “A kind lie would hardly serve 
me well. I’m the only gifted person left here. I need to know the truth 
of what my people face. I may be too young to really defend them, but 
I’m all they have.” 

Richard understood how she felt. He was terrified for Zedd, Nicci, 
Cara, and the rest of them. He redoubled his focus on translating the 
account. Any time he might have left was quickly running out. But he 
needed to understand what they faced and then go find them. 

Richard knew that with his gift corrupted and not working because 
of the touch of death in him, that meant that his bond to the people of 
D’Hara would not work. And if that bond didn’t work, then Cara’s 
Agiel, like Zedd’s and Nicci’s gift, would not work. Like the rest of 
them, she was virtually defenseless. 

“This is disturbing,” Richard told Samantha. “Naja says that when 
the emperor’s makers created the half people, their spirits, once pulled 
from the victim, were not allowed to go to the spirit world. Because of 
how the spells to reanimate the dead worked, the spirits of those dead 
are pulled from their place in the underworld. Those spirits, both of 
the dead and of the half people, are thus kept trapped between realms. 

“Unable to get to either the person they were pulled from or go 
through the veil into the underworld, these lost spirits sometimes drift 
back in this direction and end up haunting this plane of existence.” 
Richard looked over at Samantha. “Naja says that not all of them who 
drift back into the world of life are friendly.” 

She made a sour face. “Great.” 

Richard could only imagine the vengeful anger of such lost spirits. 

The account became more complex with some terms involving 
magic, both Subtractive and Additive, that Richard didn’t understand. 
While there were elements describing conjuring that he had never 
seen before, he was able to grasp the general meaning of what Naja 
was explaining. And what she was explaining was frightening. 

He scanned the next line of complex symbols twice before he was 
sure of what it said. He wished he weren’t, but he was sure. 
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“So,” Samantha prompted, “is that all of it?” 

He thought she sounded like she was trying to be hopeful even 
though she knew better. 

He wiped a hand across his eyes and read the last of Naja Moon’s 
account, hoping to at last come to some word of the solutions to the 
problems of the half people and the reawakened dead. He was 
disheartened by what he found. 

“She says that the best minds and most talented wizards of the New 
World were unable to come up with a way to eliminate the threat. She 
said that they fought the half people and the walking dead, often to 
victory, but even in victory they steadily lost valuable people. The Old 
World’s losses were meaningless to them because there are vastly 
more people there. Besides that, they could reanimate as many dead 
as they needed—often the very enemy we had been able to kill—while 
the losses on our side were costly and continually drained strength 
and resources from the New World. 

“She says they all knew that if something wasn’t soon done to end 
the threat, or to at least somehow contain it, the New World, and life 
itself, was going to lose the war to Sulachan’s forces. 

“Unable to come up with an effective counter or a way to destroy 
such a threat, she says they were desperate for a solution that could 
save them from annihilation as well as preserve the world of life. 
Eventually they came up with an answer that was not as much as they 
had hoped, but it was the best that they could do. 

“She says that what the people here ended up doing was to use 
gravity spells that inexorably drew both the dead and the half people 
to this place beyond the mountains that we see out the portal. Once 
they had all been drawn in, the wizards in the New World were then 
able to seal these demons without souls behind a barrier of keeper 
spells.” 

“Gravity spells, keeper spells—I’ve never heard of any such magic.” 

“Me neither,” Richard said. “Naja doesn’t go into detail about the 
nature of those spells, but they seem pretty self-explanatory. She does 
say that in this way they were finally able to protect everyone from 
these demons without souls loose among the living. 


“She then goes to great lengths to apologize on behalf of her people 
that they were forced to pass this terrible danger on to some unknown 
future generation, but there was nothing else they could do because 
otherwise Sulachan would have won the war and then there would be 
no future generations. 

“She says that the best they could do was place the barrier and 
create a sentry village to watch over it and warn the wizards’ council 
of the mortal danger if and when the barrier failed.” 

Richard tapped the next symbols. “This is alarming. She says that 
hopefully by then, the wizards’ council will have come up with a way 
to eliminate the threat once and for all.” 

“Well, we pretty much know that never happened,” Samantha said. 
“And now there is no longer even a wizards’ council.” 

“Pm afraid you’re right. She implores people here to keep watch, 
for when that barrier finally fails those without souls will come for the 
living and the world of life itself will again be at risk.” 

Richard leaned in a bit, studying the next symbol. “She says that it’s 
important to know that the half people will seek those with the gift.” 

“The gifted?” Samantha asked with a frown. “She said before that 
the gift doesn’t work against these walking dead and the unholy half 
dead, so why would they bother to come after the gifted?” 

Richard shook his head. “I don’t know. She doesn’t explain.” 

His anger boiled just beneath the surface thinking about what had 
happened to the First File troops and to his friends. He couldn’t afford 
to wait any longer. He needed to know what he could learn from 
Naja’s account, but time was running out. 

Samantha was still frowning in thought. “Why would the half 
people want the gifted? I can see that in their madness they would 
want to steal a soul, crazy as that notion is, but why would they seek 
out the gifted?” 

Richard sighed in frustration as he scanned the rows of symbols. “It 
doesn’t say. Maybe they think the gifted have some way to give them 
souls.” He glanced over at Samantha out of the corner of his eye. “Or 
maybe these half people, in their deranged obsession to possess a soul, 
think that there is something special about a gifted soul. Maybe they 
think it’s easier to get, or maybe they even think that if they got a 
gifted soul, then besides having their soul they would also possess the 
gift.” 
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Unable to fathom why the half people would seek out the gifted, 
Samantha leaned in closer, examining the symbols carved in the wall 
as if maybe by studying them more carefully she might somehow 
suddenly be able to read them. Unable to learn anything, she finally 
turned to Richard. 

“Lord Rahl, are you sure of everything that you told me it says, 
here? That the half people really would eat people? That their souls 
and the souls of the awakened dead are really lost and left to wander 
between worlds? I mean, it’s all pretty hard to believe.” 

“T know what it says, Samantha.” 

“But these”—she waved a hand at the wall—“these symbols all over 
the wall are pretty complicated. I don’t doubt your knowledge of such 
things, Lord Rahl, but are you sure that you got the whole translation 
right?” 

He scanned the symbols he had just finished translating for any 
little thing, any clue, he might have missed. While there were a few 
elements he wasn’t completely positive about, they were minor points 
that didn’t alter the meaning or essence of Naja’s frightening story. 

“T translated it accurately.” 

Samantha’s nose wrinkled with a look of skepticism. “Isn’t it 
possible, though, that you could have gotten some of it wrong? Or 
that maybe you misunderstood the intent of some of the things it 
says? Don’t you think that with a language this old and strange and 
complicated that you might have interpreted at least some of it 
wrong?” 

He looked down at her, wishing there were some legitimacy to her 
doubts. “What about the barrier being breached for the first time since 
it was put in place? And what about those wounds on me that you 
healed? They were bite wounds. Those two men, come from beyond 
that barrier, were trying to eat me alive, just as it is described here.” 

Her mouth twisted a little as she struggled with the idea of it. “But 
do you really think their intent was to steal your soul? Maybe they 
were cannibals from beyond the barrier. Maybe they have a famine 
there and they have to eat people to survive.” 

“They were both healthy, strong, and looked well fed. They weren’t 


suffering from starvation. Just ask Ester if you doubt my memory. She 
was there, she saw them. The only thing they were hungry for was my 
soul. 

“What I heard them talking about when I was waking up is still a 
bit fuzzy, but as I read what’s written here about the barrier, some of 
the strange things I heard the two men saying started to make sense. 
They talked about eating me and taking my soul for themselves. Ester 
and the others arrived just in time to stop them and save my life.” 

Samantha pressed her lips tight in resignation. “Well, ’'m glad they 
got there in time.” She tipped her head toward the wall. “After all, 
you’re the only one who knows how to read this. I guess you must 
have the translation right. I don’t really doubt you, Lord Rahl, it’s just 
that...” 

“I know, I wish I was wrong about it, too,” he said before going 
back to working the translation to the next part of Naja’s account. 

“It says here,” he said after a moment’s study, “that in the end, not 
knowing how to stop the single-minded attacks by Sulachan’s unholy 
half dead, the only hope for survival had been to lock all of them 
behind the barrier spells.” 

Looking forlorn, Samantha hugged her arms to herself. “Lord Rahl, 
I’m not saying that you aren’t translating it right, but could this all be 
a myth? Some kind of ancient legend they were passing down? A 
parable or lesson? Might that be all this is?” 

Richard wished she was right, but knew she wasn’t. He shook his 
head. 

“When I started to wake up, I remember hearing those two men 
saying that they were going to take Kahlan with them because they 
were afraid that the Shun-tuk would return, looking for survivors. The 
men were going to eat me then and there, then eat Kahlan later, or 
trade her. They said that the Shun-tuk would do anything to get 
people with souls. Those men and the Shun-tuk came from beyond the 
barrier, not from legends recorded here.” 

He tapped a finger to a sequence of several symbols. “There can be 
no doubt that this has to be true. I wish it was otherwise, Samantha, 
but it’s not.” 

She looked miserable, like she couldn’t take any more such talk. 
“That’s what they did to my father. They must have taken my mother 
to do that to her later, at their leisure, or else to trade her. I can’t 
imagine her misery at what they did to my father, and her terror at 
what they were going to do to her.” 

Richard realized, then, why she had been so persistent about his 
translation being wrong. She had been hoping it was wrong for a very 
personal reason. He pulled her close in a gentle hug. 

He had become so lost in trying to understand what was going on 


that he had started thinking of her as a sorceress, rather than a girl 
who had lost both her parents to this madness, a girl who was only 
now blossoming into a young woman and who until recently had not 
seen such terrible things. 

“Pm sorry, Samantha. I understand. I saw bones of some of my 
friends as well. They took the others the way they took your mother. I 
know how you feel.” 

She wiped at her eyes. “No, I’m sorry. I can’t let my weakness 
interfere with trying to find a way to stop those demons from coming 
for us all.” 

Richard cast a sideways look at the symbols on the wall, at the end 
of the account he had been reading on that very subject. 

“T don’t know if that’s possible.” 

She looked up, tears still brimming in her eyes. “What do you 
mean?” 

Richard turned back to the language of Creation on the wall, 
putting aside his feelings before going on with the account. He knew 
that time was working against him. 

“It says that they, too, were seeking a way to protect people of the 
New World and end the threat. Despite the best efforts of their 
wizards and hard work of other gifted people, they were never able to 
find a way to end the threat. Part of the reason was because Emperor 
Sulachan’s minions had been given otherworldly powers against 
which we had no defense.” 

“What kind of otherworldly powers? Does she say?” 

Richard nodded. “She says that the unholy half dead are able to use 
some kind of occult magic which was very ancient, very rare, and very 
powerful. It was widely feared because it was so little understood. She 
says that not only are the unholy half dead protected by these dark 
forces, some of them were even able to use this ability to awaken the 
dead. 

“Naja says that in the end all those on our side were able to do for 
the time being was to seal the threat away behind the barrier. Short of 
doing that, she says that the people of the New World would have 
been slaughtered. 

“She warns that one day the barrier would weaken and fail. She 
says that once the threat eventually breaks through that barrier, there 
is only one way to stop it from ravaging the world of life.” 

Samantha stepped closer. “There’s a way?” 

Richard nodded, still staring at what it said on the wall. He worked 
the symbols again, hoping he was wrong. He wasn’t. 

“Well, what is it, then?” Samantha tugged on his shirt. “Lord Rahl, 
what does it say? How do we stop them?” 

Richard cleared his throat. 


“It says ‘The threat from the third kingdom can be ended only by 
ending prophecy.” 
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Samantha’s eyes darted around in confusion. “Stop the threat by 
ending prophecy? What are they talking about? How can prophecy be 
ended?” 

Richard, more troubled than ever by what he was reading, traced a 
circular symbol containing a complex maze of twisting, supporting 
elements radiating out from the center. 

“This circular symbol here, where she says that ending the third 
kingdom can only be done by ending prophecy, is some kind of time 
element, but I can’t quite figure out its context.” 

“Time element? I don’t understand. What do you mean, time 
element?” 

Richard looked back through all the supporting designs and then 
the devices coming from the center of the primary symbol as he tried 
to think of how to put the concepts he was seeing into words. There 
were parts that made no sense to him, and other parts that had no 
direct translation. 

“Pm not exactly sure what Naja is saying here in this part. It’s not 
that I can’t translate it accurately, it’s that she is obviously familiar 
with the concept and I’m not. Because of that, it isn’t clear enough for 
me to fully understand the precise meaning of the things she’s talking 
about.” 

“What kind of thing is she talking about? Do you understand that 
much of it?” 

“To an extent. I understand the words, but not what they mean. It’s 
some kind of representation having to do with time that I’m not 
familiar with. She calls it the Twilight Count.” 

“The Twilight Count?” Samantha considered for a moment. “Like 
counting days? Keeping track? Is that what she means?” 

“I think so,” he said. “But it seems to be more than that. It seems to 
be some kind of formal calculation I don’t recognize.” 

“Do you think it could be a calendar or something? Calendars have 
to do with counting time. All the things on calendar calculations—like 
the moons phases, star positions in different seasons, things like that— 
can get complicated to calculate into the future.” 

Richard pressed his lips tight for a moment as he tried to make 


sense of it. 

“That’s true enough, but I’m not sure if that’s what she is referring 
to in this case. Since it’s some kind of computation involving counting, 
you might be right, but it’s hard for me to say for sure because she 
doesn’t explain it. People back then must have been familiar with the 
term, so she didn’t feel the need to explain it. She merely calls it the 
Twilight Count. 

“Its also possible that it has to do with the chronology of 
prophecy.” 

Samantha frowned as she considered. “Chronology of prophecy? 
What do you mean? Prophecy is prophecy, isn’t it?” 

“Well yes, sort of.” Richard looked up from studying the symbols. 
“Most people don’t realize that chronology is always one of the great 
difficulties of understanding prophecy. It’s hard to tell if a particular 
prophecy is about an event that will happen tomorrow, or a thousand 
years from tomorrow, or even if it may have already happened two 
hundred years in the past.” 

Samantha was hanging on his every word. “That complicates 
matters.” 

Richard nodded and gestured to the wall. “Since these symbols in 
Naja’s account have to do with time, or more accurately with counting 
time, and it mentions it in conjunction with prophecy, it could be that 
the Twilight Count is a forgotten way of determining prophetic events 
in the flow of time.” 

Samantha looked at the wall with newfound interest. “So what does 
it say about this Twilight Count?” 

“Naja says that they were able to determine by the Twilight Count 
that prophecy holds the key to stopping the threat.” 

“T thought you said that prophecy had to be ended.” 

Richard raked his fingers back through his hair as he tried to make 
sense of what came next, and even more than that, how to explain it 
to her. It was a difficult combination of symbology to decipher. Some 
of the elements seemed strangely familiar, but he couldn’t place them. 

“T did, but then it goes on to explain, here, that ending prophecy 
can only be accomplished by bringing death.” 

Richard frowned as he stared at the unusual network of symbols 
with a strangely shaped figure nine at the center. It was similar to a 
hooked nine he had seen before. 

It suddenly came to him. 

“No, wait, that’s not exactly what it says.” 

“So what, exactly, does it say, then?” Samantha asked with 
exaggerated patience after he had fallen silent for a time. 

Richard touched his fingers to his forehead. He suddenly felt hot 
and a little dizzy. 


“It doesn’t say that ending prophecy can only be accomplished by 
bringing death.” 

He stepped back from the wall and stared. 

“It says that ending prophecy can only be accomplished by the 
bringer of death.” 

Samantha’s brow lifted. “The bringer of death? What does that 
mean?” 

“Fuer grissa ost drauka,” Richard whispered. 

Samantha’s nose wrinkled. “What?” 

Richard was still staring at the grim symbol, lost in a rush of 
tumbling thoughts. Now that he remembered some of the elements 
and had fit the pieces together, there could be no doubt about how it 
translated. 

“Its High D’Haran. Fuer grissa ost drauka means ‘the bringer of 
death.’ That’s who Naja is talking about.” 

“You mean that this bringer of death has to end prophecy if we are 
to have any hope of survival?” 

“Yes.” 

Samantha watched him for a time as he scanned the symbols carved 
into the wall. “Do you know who that is? Do you know where we can 
find this bringer of death?” 

Richard nodded slowly, transfixed by the symbolic, hooked, serpent 
figure nine. He tapped his chest. 

“Its me. Ancient prophecies have named me fuer grissa ost drauka. I 
am the bringer of death.” 

Richard could not help thinking that he now carried death in him. 
In more ways than he could have ever envisioned, he was fuer grissa 
ost drauka. 
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“You’re the bringer of death?” Samantha looked up at him from under 
her brow. “You’re the one who is supposed to end prophecy? Are they 
serious?” 

Richard was still staring at the symbols, certain at last that he 
understood their meaning. There could be no doubt as to the 
translation. 

“That’s what it says.” 

There had been a time when he would have been rattled to read 
what others thought he was or what they thought he needed to do, 
was destined to do, or must accomplish. But such things had often 
turned out to be quite different than they sounded at first, so his 
response to such news was more tempered than it once might have 
been. 

But still, what he saw written on the wall in the language of 
Creation, the same language used by the ancient omen machine he 
had discovered buried deep within the People’s Palace, was more than 
a little troubling. 

Samantha paced off a short distance, considering. She returned to 
stand close beside him. The contentious sorceress in her, young as it 
was, was coming to the surface. 

“How in the world can prophecy be ended?—And how are you 
supposed to do such a thing? Did Naja say?” 

Richard shook his head. “Naja says only that they had a great many 
remarkably talented wizards working feverishly on a way to eliminate 
the threat of the half people and the walking dead. But the magic the 
enemy used was too strong and they didn’t understand it well enough 
to know how to counter it. There was, however, no doubt as to how 
dangerous it was. 

“She says that if they knew how to bring an end to the menace, 
they would have done so. Since they didn’t have a solution or access 
to the one named in prophecy as the bringer of death—or even know 
how to find him—in the end all they could do was build a barrier to 
contain these conjured weapons until such time as the wizards’ 
council was able to come up with a solution or the bringer of death 
arrived to do what was necessary. 


“She goes on to say that the terrible task of actually eliminating the 
threat presented by such conjured weapons would unfortunately have 
to be left to those who will one day again face them when the barrier 
eventually fails. It will be up to them when the time comes, she says, 
up to the bringer of death, to find a way to finally eliminate this evil.” 

“How could they know that such a thing was possible—you know, 
that prophecy really could be ended? Where would they come up with 
such a notion? What makes them believe this is the answer? What 
makes them so sure of it?” 

Richard put a finger to the smooth wall, following along as he 
translated the complex symbols and designs cut into the stone so that 
he could relate the gist of it to Samantha. 

“Explaining that part of it wasn’t her purpose in writing this 
account. However she does mention in passing that they know it’s 
possible from information that predates the star shift.” 

Samantha was staring at him again. “What’s a star shift?” 

“T haven’t the slightest idea.” 

“But you have to know.” 

Richard glanced back down at her. “Why do I have to know?” 

“You’re Lord Rahl. You are the magic against magic.” She wagged a 
finger at the symbols he had just translated. “You said yourself that it 
names you as the one, just as I have known all along that you are the 
one. So you must know.” 

Richard sighed. “I wish it were so, Samantha, but I’m afraid it isn’t.” 

“Lord Rahl,” she said, again with the sort of serious intensity that 
could only be summoned by a sorceress, “do you think that what Naja 
really means, that what she is really saying here, is that he—you—can 
only destroy the half people and the awakened dead by destroying the 
world of life itself? You know, by bringing death to everyone and 
everything? Do you think she is saying that you are the one, the 
bringer of death, who is meant to end the world of life?” 

Richard scratched his temple as he glanced over at her out of the 
corner of his eye. “She said end prophecy, not life itself.” 

“Maybe she was afraid to say it out loud.” Samantha gestured at the 
wall. “You know what I mean, say it in writing. 

“After all, prophecy is about the future, right? So saying that 
prophecy must be ended is like saying that the future has to be ended, 
don’t you suppose? How can there be life if there is no future? If there 
is no future—if the bringer of death cuts off the future—then life ends. 

“As you explained before, the world of life is about time. If there is 
no future, then time stops, doesn’t it? And if time stops, then the 
world of life stops.” 

Richard stared at her for a long moment. “What you say makes a 
certain amount of sense, I’ll give you that.” 


“So then, we’re all dead? Sulachan’s mad scheme is finally coming 
to fruition to end the world of life. And it is to be by your hand?” 

Richard squatted down and gently grasped her delicate shoulders as 
he smiled a bit of reassurance. 

“While what you say makes some sense, there’s more to it.” 

“More to it? From what Naja is saying, one way or another, the 
future, time, and therefore life itself are soon going to end. It seems to 
me pretty clear that we’ve all run out of time. What more can there be 
to it?” 

“Well, for one thing, this is tied into prophecy and prophecy rarely 
turns out to be anything at all like it seems when you read it. I’ve seen 
the most dire predictions turn out to be insignificant events that only 
sounded important. On the other hand, I’ve see harmless-sounding 
prophecy take us all to the brink of destruction. 

“Some of the most troubling prophecy of all time have turned out to 
exist on false forks, with the critical event creating the fork safely 
passed centuries before without anyone knowing it. It turned out in 
those cases that a great many people, many of them gifted, had 
worried their entire lives over something that was actually a long- 
dead fork in prophecy. This could be one of those. In the past, while 
people worried about such dire-sounding warnings, prophecy that 
didn’t sound like any cause for concern in fact turned out to be the 
real trouble.” 

“How does that help us, here, now?” 

“What I’m trying to explain is that it’s a mistake to base your fears 
and decisions on prophecy. Naja is talking about a prophecy. 
Prophecy almost never turns out to be anything at all like it sounds.” 

“How can that be? It sounds so clear.” 

“Well, for example, what if a prophecy said that if you go out 
tomorrow you will get wet. Does that sound profoundly dangerous. 
Would you worry about it?” 

Samantha shrugged. “No, not really.” 

“What if it turns out that the true meaning is if you go out, someone 
will cut your throat and your clothes will get wet because they will 
get soaked with your own blood?” 

Her hands reflexively went to her throat. “Oh. I see what you 
mean.” 

“People commonly believe that written prophecy is the prophecy, 
but it’s not.” 

“Tt’s not? I thought prophecy was prophecy.” 

“Prophecy is intended for future prophets to grasp through visions 
triggered by the words. The written words are not the actual 
prophecy. They are a kind of catalyst intended for other prophets. 
Frequently, the words deliberately veil the truth behind a prophecy. 


Because prophets aren’t common anymore, a true understanding of 
prophecy has for the most part been lost.” 

Samantha let out a deep sigh. “I never knew it was so complicated. 
I guess I kind of see what you mean, but I don’t see how we’re not 
supposed to worry about the bringer of death ending prophecy. That 
sounds pretty clear to me.” 

“Just because it sounds clear, doesn’t mean it really is. ’ve learned 
not to be guided by prophecy or the fear of it. It’s better to make 
rational choices and prophecy is just one of many things that has to be 
taken into consideration. People not schooled in prophecy often fall 
into the trap of thinking it’s perfectly clear so they let it guide them. 
Your mother was right to teach you not to pay a great deal of 
attention to it.” 

“But it must be important sometimes.” She gestured to the wall. 
“After all, Naja went to all the trouble to warn us about the barrier 
and what was beyond it. They apparently placed Stroyza here for us to 
be sentinels to watch the barrier. Her warnings all come down to this 
prophecy—and they had plenty of prophets back in her time. The 
prophets back then must have known it was important or they 
wouldn’t stake so much on putting this message here about ending 
prophecy.” 

Richard glanced over at the expanse of writing again. “You may 
have a point, but it could also mean something entirely different that 
we don’t yet understand. After all, the prophecy itself is not here, only 
a fragment of it.” 

Samantha’s mouth twisted. “I don’t know, Lord Rahl. This sounds 
like it means for us—for you—to do something about what is beyond 
the barrier that is now breached.” 

Richard stood, facing the wall as he rested the palm of his left hand 
on the pommel of his sword. His gaze swept over the ancient symbols 
carefully incised in the stone of the wall. 

“That’s true enough. That much of it doesn’t necessarily have 
anything to do with prophecy, but with the threat.” 

“But you said yourself that prophecy named you the bringer of 
death.” Samantha flung her arms up in frustration. “I’m sorry, Lord 
Rahl, but I don’t understand. The whole thing doesn’t make a lot of 
sense to me.” 

Richard nodded. “I know. But often the truth is complicated. That’s 
why so many people get in trouble with both the truth and with 
prophecy.” 

“Then what are we to think of Naja’s account? I mean, parts of it, 
like the part about ending prophecy, are pretty confusing to me. But 
those corpses who came in here and killed so many people are all too 
real.” She pointed toward light coming from the opening. “That’s what 


matters most. I’m not sure about all the things that happened back in 
Naja’s time, but I know what’s happening now. Does all this help us or 
not? What are we to do about it? What are you going to do about the 
barrier being breached and about ending prophecy?” 

Richard’s gaze scanned across Naja Moon’s account of that ancient 
war before he went to the opening overlooking the barrier standing 
before the third kingdom, a barrier that had stood for near to three 
thousand years, holding back an unspeakable evil. A barrier that had 
now been breached. 

“Tm going to do what I thought I would never have to do again.” 

“What would that be?” she asked as she watched him glaring 
silently out into the murky morning light. 

Richard lifted his sword a few inches to make sure it was clear and 
then let it drop back into its scabbard. 

“Tm going to war.” 

“Going to war?” 

“Yes, with a madman who has been dead for three thousand years,” 
Richard said as he marched away. 
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Samantha hurried to catch up with him. “What do you mean you’re 
going to war?” 

Richard, his mind lost in a jumble of thoughts, started back through 
the corridor the way they had come in. Samantha was right on his 
heels by the time he reached the opening with the round stone that 
had been blocking the passage on the way in, but now stood open. 

“Shut this,” he said as he marched through without pause. 

Samantha growled, slapped the metal plate, and then rushed to 
catch back up with him. Richard could hear the stone grinding across 
the floor as it slowly rolled back in front of the opening to block off 
the corridor to the portal for viewing the ancient barrier to the third 
kingdom. 

Samantha grabbed his wrist and dragged him to a halt. “Lord Rahl, 
what do you mean you’re going to war?” 

“Tve read everything Naja wanted us to know. There is still a lot I 
don’t understand, but the one thing that’s clear is that if we have any 
time left, it’s rapidly running out—for everyone. I have to do 
something to stop what is happening, and I have to do it now or it will 
soon be too late.” 

“Like what?” Samantha sounded as exasperated as she looked. 
“What are you going to do? What can you hope to do?” 

Her voice echoed back from the distance through the simple stone 
corridor. What she meant, but didn’t say, was what could he possibly 
hope to do without the help of his gift. He didn’t have an answer to 
that unspoken question. He only knew that he had to stop what was 
coming after them all. 

He had not told Samantha all the gruesome details written on the 
wall. He had wanted to spare her the anguish of some of Naja’s words. 
But those words echoed in his own mind and he knew the ghastly 
extent of what the people back in the time of the first Confessor had 
faced and what the world of life now faced again. 

Samantha’s black hair looked even darker in the spectral glow of 
the light sphere she was holding. “Lord Rahl, answer me. What are 
you going to do?” 

Richard clenched his jaw a moment before answering. 


“T have to go in there.” 

“Go in there?” She leaned toward him with urgency. “Go in 
where?” 

Richard flicked a hand back in the direction of the portal looking 
out over a barrier that had for thousands of years held back an 
unspeakable evil. 

“T have to go in there, to the third kingdom. Knowing, now, what’s 
beyond that barrier, I fully expect that I will have to fight a war to do 
it.” 

She snatched a quick look back the way they had come. “Go into 
the third kingdom? Are you crazy?” 

“Tt’s the only thing I can do, the only answer I can come up with.” 

“Answer? Answer to what? How to get yourself killed?” 

Richard ignored the sarcasm as he started out again. “No, the 
answer to how to stay alive, how to keep us all alive.” 

“Lord Rahl,” she said, her mass of black hair bouncing softly as she 
jogged along beside him, “you can’t go in there.” 

He tapped his chest. “What do I have in me?” he asked without 
slowing. 

Samantha pushed some of her hair back out of her face. “In you? 
You mean that touch of death?” 

“That’s right.” 

“What of it?” 

“You can’t remove that touch of death from me or Kahlan.” Richard 
glanced down at the concern on her face. “If we don’t rid ourselves of 
this link to the world of the dead, then it will claim us both. You said 
yourself that Kahlan didn’t have much time, and I have precious little 
more than she does.” 

“T still don’t think—” 

Not in the mood to argue, he jabbed a finger toward her. “You’re 
the one who told me that I would soon start getting as sick as she is. 
You know very well that once I get to that point, I won’t be able to do 
anything to help myself, much less anyone else. Would you have me 
lie down and wait for death?” 

She rushed along beside him in silence as they made their way back 
through the hauntingly empty tunnel. 

Richard came to a halt in front of the doorway closed off by the 
first shielded stone they had passed on their way in. 

“Open this, will you?” he said as he flicked a hand toward the metal 
plate on the wall. “My gift doesn’t work, remember?” 

“T remember.” Samantha grumbled as she moved close to slap the 
flat of her hand to the metal plate. “Which is why it’s crazy for you to 
go in there.” 

Richard snatched her wrist, stopping her before she could touch the 


metal plate. He thought he saw some hint, some glimmer, of 
something in the center of the stone. 

“Wait,” he said. 

She frowned up at the stone and then him. “Wait for what?” 

Instead of answering, Richard reached out and pressed the flat of 
his hand to the metal plate. The massive stone shielding the doorway 
did not move, but in the center of the round stone, where he thought 
he’d seen something glimmer, stone dust started to crumble away. 
Powdery silt poured out of incised lines in the center of the stone. It 
was as if from centuries of rolling back and forth into the slot in the 
side wall, the engraved lines had become packed with dirt and dusty, 
crushed stone. Only now, as it spilled out, did the engraved symbols 
reappear. 

“Would you look at that,” Samantha whispered in amazement. 

There, linked in a circle in the center of the stone blocking their 
way out, was a small triangular assemblage of symbols in the language 
of Creation. The three emblems formed a complex message. Richard 
squinted at the small designs as he worked the translation. 

The first of the three emblems said, If you are reading this it is 
because you are the bringer of death and the barrier has been breached. 
What we could not stop you now face. War is upon you. 

The second of the three emblems said, Know that you are the only 
chance life has, now. Know, too, that you are balanced between life and 
death. You have the potential to be the one to save the world of life or end 
it. You are not destined for anything. You make your own destiny. 

The third of the three emblems said, Know that you have within you 
what you need to survive. Use it. Seek the truth. Know that our hearts are 
with you. Make your own destiny and make it true, for life hangs in the 
balance. We leave you a reminder to keep with you, of all that is 
important. 

Richard felt an icy chill run across his skin when he saw that it was 
signed Magda Searus, Mother Confessor, and Wizard Merritt. 

They had been speaking to him personally. He half expected to see 
his own name engraved in the stone. 

He stared for a long moment at the symbols, at the names. He had 
read a number of ancient texts and accounts. This was the only thing 
he had ever seen from the very first Confessor. 

He touched the name, imagining the time so long ago when she 
must have stood in this very spot as they engraved the words meant 
for him. His fingers on that name felt like a connection from Magda, 
across the ages. 

Perhaps more than anyone alive, Richard understood what it meant 
for a woman to be a Confessor. His life was devoted to a Confessor, as 
had been Merritt’s. Richard knew precious little about the legendary 


figure of Magda Searus, but he knew Kahlan, and so in that way he 
knew Magda. In a way, by loving Kahlan he knew Merritt. In that 
way, he felt a personal connection to Magda, and to Merritt. 

As his fingers brushed the names in stone, he looked again at the 
words saying they left him a reminder. 

His fingers drifted to the center between the three symbols, where 
there was a slight depression. He rubbed with his fingers and the stone 
dust there began to fall away until it revealed that underneath there 
was a piece of ancient leather tightly stuffed into a hole in the stone. 

He pulled the leather out and opened it in his palm. There, in the 
center, rested a ring. He and Samantha stared at the silver ring. On the 
top face of the ring was a Grace. It looked like a ring used for sealing 
wax on messages. 

The message they had sent him was the ring itself. It was a Grace he 
was to wear to always remind him of what was at stake. He slipped it 
onto the ring finger of his right hand, the hand he used with the 
sword. It fit perfectly. 

Samantha gave him a look that said more than words could. She 
was as amazed as he. She knew well the importance of the Grace. 

When Richard gestured at last, Samantha pressed her palm to the 
metal plate and the rock rumbled aside to allow them to pass. Once 
through, she touched the plate on the other side to shield the 
doorway. 

Samantha didn’t ask to have the message translated. She must have 
sensed by the look on his face and his silence that the words were for 
him and no one else. 

When he hadn’t said anything for a time as they swiftly made their 
way through the passageway, she couldn’t remain silent any longer. 
“So, have you finally come to your senses and realized that you can’t 
really go in there?” 

“Look, Samantha,” he said, “you know as well as I do that you can’t 
get that deadly touch of the Hedge Maid out of me—only my friends 
can do that. The only way to save myself and Kahlan, and in turn 
hope to help everyone else, is to get my friends out of the hands of the 
Shun-tuk and then get us back to the containment field at the People’s 
Palace. After they do cure us, then I can work to figure out how to put 
an end to the threat from the third kingdom before it’s too late. 
Simple as that.” 

“Simple as that? And what if Zedd and Nicci and all the others are 
dead?” 

“Then Pll soon be dead, too, and soon after that so will everyone 
else. I need Zedd and Nicci. If there is a chance they’re alive, then I 
have to try to find them.” 

“But, but it’s a land filled with half people and walking dead. And 


who knows what other unholy monsters might be in the third 
kingdom. It’s too dangerous.” 

“Tm the one, remember?” 

“Yes, which is exactly why you can’t go there. We all need you!” 

“What’s your plan, then?” He looked down at her. “Hm? How are 
we going to stop the half people and the dead armies that have come 
back to life? Without a cure Pll soon be dead so you'll have to fight 
them alone. So, what’s your plan?” 

She pressed her lips tight for a moment. “Well,” she finally said, “I 
guess, there’s good reason you’re the Lord Rahl. But I still don’t like 
your plan to go in there.” 

“I don’t much like it myself, but I can’t help anyone if I’m dead, 
now can I? Basically, that is what the message back there on the stone 
door said. It was a message to me, saying that I’m the bringer of death 
and war is now up to me. I’m a war wizard. This is what I have to do, 
what only I can do.” 

“A war wizard without his gift,” she reminded him. 

When he didn’t answer, Samantha sighed in frustration as she 
replaced the glowing light sphere in the iron bracket on the wall and 
followed him out of the hallway into the room where Kahlan lay on 
the mat. There was no one else in the quiet room. 

Richard knelt down beside Kahlan, watching her slow but steady 
breathing. Every time he looked at her he was struck by how beautiful 
she was. Since the first time he had seen her, he had known that she 
was the one. Seeing her face always lifted his heart. 

She was the one. The only one for him. The last one of her kind. He 
was going to find a way to help save her life. 

Samantha had told him that with some of her injuries healed, and 
her resting and recovering after the healing, she should soon wake up. 
The main problem would remain, but she would regain consciousness 
and at least no longer suffer from all the injuries and blood loss at the 
hands of the Hedge Maid. 

Richard pressed his hand to Kahlan’s forehead. He was relieved to 
feel that while she was warm, she was not burning up with fever. That 
was a good sign, he told himself, a sign that she would hopefully wake 
soon. But he didn’t know how long that would take and time was 
working against him. 

If Zedd and Nicci had been killed by the half people who had 
captured them, then there could be no hope for Kahlan, for him, or for 
anyone else. Magda Searus had said that he could save the world of 
life. Or end it. 

“I don’t have any time to waste,” he said in a voice now calmer in 
the presence of the person he loved more than life itself. “I have to 
go.” 


Samantha sighed unhappily. She considered quietly for a moment 
before speaking. 

“I wish I had some other answer, Lord Rahl. I hate to say it, but I 
think you may be right.” 

“T know I’m right.” 
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His decision final that he had to go into the third kingdom to look for 
Zedd, Nicci, and the others, Richard turned his attention to Kahlan, 
checking to make sure that all of her wounds looked properly healed. 
Samantha lit a few more of the candles so he could see better and then 
watched him in silence as he touched her cheek, silently asking the 
good spirits to watch over her. 

“TIl need some traveling supplies,” he told her as he smoothed back 
Kahlan’s hair. “Maybe you could get some things together for me?” 

Samantha nodded. “All right. I can get us some supplies. Pll put 
together some of the things we’ll need for such a journey.” 

Richard looked up. “Just supplies for me, Samantha. You’re not 
going.” 

“Yes, Iam,” she said in a calm voice laced with iron determination. 

“Tt’s too dangerous. You said so yourself.” 

“T know it’s dangerous. That’s why I have to go with you.” 

“Tf it’s too dangerous for me, then it is definitely too dangerous for 
you. You don’t know anything about dealing with such dangers.” 

“T was dealing just fine with those walking corpses that were after 
me,” she said under her breath as she went to a chest across the room 
and opened the lid. 

Richard didn’t want to argue the point. He turned his attention once 
more to Kahlan, wishing she would wake before he left. He had so 
much to tell her. She had no idea of all the things that had happened. 
The last thing she probably remembered was being Jit’s captive, being 
bound into those thorn walls, and being bled to death. She wouldn’t 
know about Zedd, Nicci, and Cara coming to help get them out. She 
wouldn’t have any idea about the mysterious people who had attacked 
them and been intent on eating her alive. 

He didn’t want to leave her when she was in the dark about 
everything that had happened. He especially didn’t want to leave her 
in the dark about where he was going and why. She was also 
defenseless against such an enemy. But waiting for her to wake up 
would in reality only further endanger her life. His first duty was to 
find a way to get the vile contamination of death out of her. To do 
that, he had to find Zedd and Nicci. 


“Your gift doesn’t work,” Samantha said as she rummaged through 
the contents of the chest. “My gift works. You’ll need me to go with 
you.” 

“T have my sword.” 

“Good for you. You still don’t have the use of your gift.” She pulled 
out a small backpack, then gestured to the hallway at the back of the 
room. “You couldn’t even get past a shield without me. What are you 
going to do if you need some kind of simple magic like that? I may be 
young and inexperienced, and I admit that I have a lot yet to learn, 
but at least my gift works.” 

Richard knew that she had no real concept of the danger she would 
be facing and he didn’t have time to explain it to her. 

“T appreciate the concern, but it would only make it more difficult if 
I were to take you with me. I’ve fought a lot of battles before without 
my gift helping me. I’ll be fine.” 

She flipped open the flap on the pack, checking the contents still 
inside. “There are things I can do with my ability, things my mother 
taught me that I know how to do, that you can’t do and may need 
done. After all, I healed you of those terrible bite wounds, didn’t I?” 

“Indeed you did,” Richard admitted. He was grateful that Samantha 
had been brave enough to do what she had been so fearful of in order 
to save Kahlan’s life—his, too. “And I deeply appreciate it. But this is 
different.” 

Bending over the chest, digging something out, she looked back 
over her shoulder at him. “I thought your plan was crazy, but you 
convinced me that it’s vital that you go in there to try to rescue your 
friends.” She pulled a knife in a sheath out of the chest, looked it over 
a moment, and then put it into the pack. “You convinced me that all 
our lives may depend on this. You were right. 

“So if it’s really that vital, which it is, then I have to go along so 
that I can help make sure you succeed.” She glanced down into the 
chest. “Do you think we need to take soap?” She snatched it up and 
stuffed it into the pack. “Never mind, I had better take it.” 

“Samantha, it’s simply too dangerous for you to come with me,” he 
said with calm finality. He was worried about Kahlan and wanted to 
be on his way to get help for her. Samantha would only slow him 
down. 

He was not in the mood to argue, but he hoped to make Samantha 
at least understand that he had good reason not to let her come along 
on such a journey. “You could easily be killed. I could never forgive 
myself if I let you go with me and something terrible happened to 
you.” 

She shot him an impatient look. “If you don’t accomplish what you 
are going in there to do, Lord Rahl, then you will die, and if you die, 


then the Mother Confessor dies, I die, we all die. You said so yourself. 
You’re putting my safety ahead of saving the Mother Confessor, ahead 
of saving everyone. 

“T can help you and you may need my help. I may be able to use my 
gift to get you out of trouble. That may be the edge you need in order 
to rescue your friends and succeed. 

“Even if it costs me my life, anything I do that helps you might very 
well be the very help needed save all the people of my village, along 
with everyone else. Stop worrying about one young woman and start 
worrying about how important it is for you to succeed. Think of all 
those words you read back there, and how important this is. 

“You're a pretty smart man. You should be able to see the sense in 
what I’m saying.” 

Richard started to object. Samantha held up a finger to silence him 
before he could answer. 

“Are you really going to turn down gifted help? That’s your plan? 
Do without what could make the difference?” 

“My plan is to move swiftly, strike fast, and get out. You would 
slow me down.” 

She arched an admonishing eyebrow. “And if you break a leg in a 
badger hole while moving swiftly, who is going to help you? I’m going 
with you, Lord Rahl, and that’s all there is to it.” 

Richard let out a long sigh. “You make a lot of sense, Samantha, 
you really do, but I know a lot more about these kinds of things than 
you. I’ve fought for years in the war with the Old World. You’ve never 
had to face anything remotely like the dangers out there.” 

“Those dangers came here, into my home, looking for me, 
remember?” She shrugged with one shoulder as she looked away from 
his eyes. “Not only that, but my mother may be held captive with your 
friends. You said so yourself. If there is any way for me to help rescue 
her, too, then I want to go to make sure we get her away from those 
unholy cannibals.” 

Richard had thought that might have had something to do with it. 
“I know how you feel. I really do. I promise you that if she is being 
held captive, I will fight to get her safely out the same as I will fight to 
get my people out. But I’ll handle it. I can’t allow you to come along.” 

She stood and faced him. 

“All right. You are the Lord Rahl. You do what you think best.” She 
planted her small hands on her narrow hips and cocked her head with 
a serious look. “But you know, of course, that if you don’t let me go 
with you, I will simply follow you. You can’t stop me from following 
you. Being separated like that, each of us alone rather than traveling 
together, will only be more dangerous for both of us. It would be 
better if we were to travel together. You could do what you can to 


protect me that way, and in turn I could do what I can to protect you. 

“But one way or another, with you, or following in your footsteps, 
I’m going. That’s all there is to it.” 

Richard pressed his lips tight as he appraised the determination in 
her dark eyes. 

“You are one stubborn little girl.” 

“Not a girl,” she said with conviction. “Samantha, sorceress serving 
the Lord Rahl.” 

Richard couldn’t help but to smile. “So you are. Well, I guess you 
give me no choice in the matter, and what you say does have some 
good points.” He shook his head to himself. “All right, PII take you 
with me.” 

Samantha smiled. “You won’t be sorry, Lord Rahl.” 

“I hope not, and I hope you won’t be sorry. Lets hurry and get 
supplies together for the two of us, then. And I want someone to 
watch over Kahlan while we’re gone.” 

“Ester will watch her.” 

Richard nodded. “Why don’t you go get her. Before we leave, we 
need to tell Ester a little bit of what we learned so that she can warn 
the others and then tell Kahlan when she wakes.” 
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“TIl get Ester,” Samantha said on the way across the room. She turned 
back from the doorway, looking a bit suspicious. “Don’t forget, if you 
leave without me, I will simply follow you. I hope you know better 
than to try to trick me.” 

“T told you that you could come with me,” Richard said in an 
earnest tone. “I keep my word.” 

“All right, then.” She looked just a bit sheepish for floating the 
accusation. 

He didn’t want to put her young, inexperienced life in such terrible 
jeopardy, but he knew that she was right about her potential value to 
him. With the touch of death lurking within him, he didn’t know how 
long it would be before it might start to become a real problem that 
could slow him down. If he didn’t succeed, then everyone was going 
to be at the mercy of whatever could now escape from the third 
kingdom. 

He could already feel the drag of that sickness making him feel 
unusually drained and weary. He could feel himself being inexorably 
drawn toward the darkness of death within. The inevitability of dying 
had always existed in the background of his mind, but it was a distant 
reality that most of the time went unnoticed. Now, death felt close, 
and coldly real. 

In a way, that darkness trying to draw him in was beginning to feel 
appealing, inviting him to cross the veil of life into the unfeeling 
eternity of nothingness. It offered the comforting release of all effort, 
all cares, all fears. 

Richard might very well need Samantha’s help before their journey 
was over. Even if she was a small help, it might be enough to make a 
difference. 

Richard remembered his grandfather once telling him that wizards 
had to use people. He didn’t like the feeling that he was using 
Samantha, even though he knew she was willing, and even if she was 
not really giving him a choice. He knew in his own mind that it was 
really by his choice, not hers, and that she very well might lose her 
life on such a dangerous journey. They both might. 

“Tll need a pack as well,” he told her. “I don’t have any supplies 


with me. Most everything I had, except my sword, was in the wagon.” 
He checked in his pocket. “Wait, lve got a flint and steel for starting a 
fire, at least.” 

Samantha nodded. “Pll tell the men that we need just about 
everything else, then.” 

“We need traveling food so that we don’t have to spend a lot of 
time hunting for something to eat, but we should have some small 
items in case we do need to hunt. Some line and fishhooks, things like 
that. If someone has a bow, that would be a big help as well.” 

“Pm sure that one of the men would be honored to provide a bow 
and arrows to help in the effort of stopping the threat. We have 
supplies of food that keeps well for traveling. It doesn’t taste very 
good, though.” 

Richard smiled a little. “It never does.” 

“The gifted kept journey supplies—dried meat, fish, hard biscuits 
and such—in case they ever had to go to warn ... well, I was going to 
say to warn the wizards’ council, but I guess they’re long gone.” She 
gestured to the hall. “The travel supplies are kept in the second room 
to the right, in a cabinet. Take what you think we'll need. I’ll be back 
as soon as I get Ester and gather up some of the other things we’ll 
need.” 

When Richard nodded, Samantha dashed out the doorway. After 
she was gone, he knelt back down beside Kahlan, lifting her limp hand 
to hold it in his for a moment. He wished she would wake so that he 
could tell her where he was going and about the threat from the third 
kingdom. The last thing she knew about had been the threat from Jit. 

He watched her steady breathing, watched her peaceful expression. 
He wished she would wake, but wishing couldn’t make it happen. She 
was going to need help if she was to live. They both were. He had to 
try to get that help. 

In the quiet stillness before the storm that he knew was about to 
break, he leaned down and gently kissed her soft lips, hoping it would 
last him, and that it would not be the last time he ever kissed her. He 
knew that if she were awake, she would tell him not to worry about 
her, but to go do what he needed to do. 

Knowing that time was short, he rushed to the second room and 
found the journey supplies. He collected what he thought they could 
carry without slowing them down, piling it neatly in the front room. 
In short order, Samantha, carrying a second pack for him and two 
hooded traveling cloaks over her arm, hurriedly ushered Ester into the 
outer room. 

“Some of the others are getting some supplies together for us,” 
Samantha told him as she closed the door. 

“Lord Rahl, what is it?” Ester asked, looking back and forth 


between the two of them as she squeezed one hand with the other. 
“Sammie said it’s important, but she wouldn’t say what it was about. 
Is the Mother Confessor...?” 

“She’s all right for the moment,” Richard said. “But we need your 
help. Samantha and I have to go—” 

“Samantha?” the woman asked with a puzzled look. 

“Sammie. You called her Sammie,” Richard said. “I call her 
Samantha because I think she is growing into a woman, and she now 
has to face some very grown-up challenges. Samantha seems a more 
appropriate name. Like I was saying, I have to go and Samantha is 
going with me.” 

“Going with you? Where?” The woman looked more bewildered 
than ever. Richard didn’t want to add to her sense of confusion, but he 
needed her to be aware of what was going on. She needed to be able 
to let everyone else know of the threat and she needed to tell Kahlan 
about it when she woke up. 

“There is trouble,” Richard told Ester. “You know those two men 
who were attacking me? The ones you helped save me from?” 

Ester nodded. “Of course.” 

“Well, those men were cannibals.” 

“Cannibals!” 

“Yes. Don’t you remember how they were attacking me with their 
teeth? Biting me?” 

“But, but, I don’t—” 

“T don’t have time to explain everything. The important part that 
you need to understand is that this village was put here long ago, in 
ancient times, to watch over the barrier—” 

“The north wall,” Samantha told Ester. She looked over at Richard. 
“Everyone in the Dark Lands knows it as the north wall.” 

Richard nodded. “The north wall. The problem we’re all facing now 
is that the north wall was keeping some very dangerous threats locked 
away to prevent them from harming the people of the New World. It 
has kept everyone safe since the ancient war, the great war thousands 
of years ago.” 

Ester nodded with a troubled look. “I know some about that history. 
I’ve heard tales since childhood about otherworldly dangers lying in 
wait beyond the north wall. No one ever knew what was on the other 
side, but we all knew it was evil.” 

“Those tales probably fall well short of the reality. With the barrier 
breaking down, what was on the other side is now getting out. What 
no one knew was that Jit was only the beginning of that evil escaping 
from beyond that north wall.” 

Ester leaned forward a little. “What is it that’s on the other side?” 

“You remember those creatures that looked like walking corpses 


that came up here the other night and hurt so many people, killed so 
many?” 

Her knuckles were white. “How could I forget such a thing?” 

“They were corpses animated by occult magic from beyond the 
north wall. They were the walking dead.” 

Unable to speak, Ester stiffened with a look of horror. 

“The people from beyond that wall aren’t like us,” Richard said. 
“They’re a kind of cannibal.” 

She frowned in confusion. “A kind of cannibal? What do you mean? 
How can there be different kinds?” 

“They eat living people, eat them while they are still alive, to try to 
steal their souls,” Samantha said. 

Ester gasped but said nothing. She looked at a complete loss for 
words. 

“Those from beyond the wall,” Richard told the woman, “attacked 
my friends who were taking us back to the People’s Palace. They were 
also the ones who killed Samantha’s father and likely took her mother. 
I think that my friends and Samantha’s mother may still be alive. 
Were going in there, beyond the north wall, to try to get them back 
out.” 

Ester looked at Samantha before looking back at Richard. “Are you 
serious? Do you so soon forget Henrik’s story? They attacked a whole 
column of your elite troops, your personal guard from the palace, and 
overpowered them, and you think that you two can go in there alone 
and not be slaughtered the moment you step through the north gate?” 

That same thought had occurred to Richard. 

“He won’t be alone,” Samantha said. “I’ll be with him.” 

“Sometimes it’s safer to be few in number,” Richard said. “We won’t 
be noticed the way a whole column of troops would be.” 

“Lord Rahl, far be it from me to tell you your business, but you 
were alone when those two men attacked you, and had we not come 
along when we did you would be dead now.” 

Richard sighed as he rose up from beside Kahlan. “I know. But 
there’s no choice. It’s something I have to do. This threat could kill 
people in numbers beyond your ability to imagine. I’m the Lord Rahl. 
I have to do what is necessary to protect all the people of the New 
World.” 

Ester dipped her head. “I can’t argue with the word of the Lord 
Rahl.” Ester gestured at Samantha. “But why is she going?” 

“Because she is stubborn,” Richard said. 

For the first time, a small smile touched Ester’s lips. “I see you have 
gotten to know her.” 

“T have the gift,” Samantha said in her own defense. “Lord Rahl and 
the Mother Confessor are sick with Jit’s touch of death in them and 


their magic doesn’t work. I can at least help Lord Rahl with my gift. 
And if we can get my mother out, then she can help him, too.” 

Ester considered briefly. “I see. That’s very brave of you... 
Samantha. Well, what can we do to help, Lord Rahl?” 

“You can watch over Kahlan for me and when she wakes up tell her 
what’s happening. Pll be back as soon as I can get my friends out. 
Then we must rush back to the People’s Palace so that they can cure 
us of the Hedge Maid’s deadly touch. After that, I will deal with the 
threat from beyond the north wall. 

“When she wakes, tell Kahlan what I’ve told you, and that I said it’s 
important for her to wait here for me. I will be back for her. I will be 
bringing help. 

“I need to briefly explain some of what I’ve learned so that you can 
tell the others here about the threat that is now loose. The people of 
Stroyza need to stay up here as much as possible. They shouldn’t go 
out alone, only in large groups. Keep a watch at all times. The unholy 
creatures from beyond the north wall may try to get up here to attack 
your people.” 

“You mean, to eat us alive?” 

Richard took a breath. “I’m afraid so. From up here you have a 
better chance of holding them off. Hopefully Pll be back before you 
have any trouble. 

“We need to leave right away,” Richard added. “There’s still plenty 
of light left. We need to get as far as we can before dark.” 

“Its a pretty long way to the north wall,” Ester said. “It will take 
you days to get there.” 

“T know. That’s all the more reason I have to hurry.” 
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The climb down the side of the mountain in the damp drizzle was 
harder than the climb up had been. As he led the way, Richard idly 
wondered how many people from the village of Stroyza, over all the 
time the cave village had been up there, had slipped in the wet on the 
narrow trail and fallen to their death. 

Looking up at one point, Richard saw crowds of people lining the 
rim of the cavern, gazing down at him and Samantha as they made 
the treacherous descent on the way to an even more treacherous 
unknown land beyond the mysterious barrier they knew as the north 
wall. They were probably wondering if the two would ever be seen 
again. 

Richard dared not entertain such doubts. Kahlan was up there and 
he needed to bring help back for her. If he failed, he was failing her 
and she would die. 

As Richard and Samantha had swiftly put together their supplies, he 
had briefly explained the dangers from the barrier failing to those 
gathered around helping. With no time to explain things to all the 
people of Stroyza, Richard told Ester and those gathered around that 
they would have to be the ones to let all the rest of the people know 
what had happened with what they called the north wall and fill them 
in with more of the details of the new dangers. 

The Dark Lands were already a dangerous place. With the menace 
of the Hedge Maid recently appearing out of nowhere and mysterious 
hordes attacking, killing, or carrying off all the soldiers and gifted 
who had been with the Lord Rahl, to say nothing of the grotesque 
creatures that had attacked and killed so many people up in the caves, 
the people of Stroyza were already on high alert. He had no doubt 
that they would take the warnings seriously. 

While he’d had the chance, Richard had impressed on those 
gathered around the previously unknown sort of threat that those 
from the third kingdom represented. Like him, none of them had ever 
imagined people, or half people, who thought they could steal another 
person’s soul by eating them alive. 

He had told the people listening to come down the mountain only 
for something essential, and then only in groups prepared to fight off 


an attack. He’d been glad to hear that they had already avoided 
coming down ever since the attack by the walking dead. They told 
him that groups of men had quickly rushed down to tend their 
animals as necessary, but they didn’t linger. They feared that more of 
those corpselike monsters might be lurking down below. Richard had 
told them that they could very well be right. That was before they 
knew of the threat of the half people. Fortunately, as of yet, they had 
not encountered any more of the awakened dead. 

He was glad that the trail up was so strenuous. The difficulty of 
coming up that mountainside trail to attack the cave village was 
probably the best defense these people had, now that they were 
properly on alert. They had been careless in keeping watch before, but 
he doubted that they would be that inattentive again. 

As he paused to gaze out over the gloomy wilderness, the thought 
occurred to him that those back in Naja Moon’s time probably planned 
the cave village high up in the mountain with defensive safety in 
mind. It was even possible, if not likely, that they were the ones who 
had constructed the cave homes in the first place for just this 
eventuality. The more he thought about it, the more likely it seemed. 

Still, whether it was by initial intent or the village had come to be 
this way over time, these were not a people who were schooled in the 
art of fighting. They had, after all, fought off his attackers with a rock, 
even though they carried simple knives. He had to admit, though, that 
in that instance it had been pretty effective. He had told them that 
they shouldn’t depend on such methods in the future, and told them 
that when they went down to tend the animals to always have knives 
on them. A rock was all well and good, but a blade would serve them 
better in a fight for their lives. 

These people, though, were meant to wait and watch. They were 
sentinels, watchers, the ones who were supposed to raise an alarm. It 
was clear to Richard that it was never intended that they would be the 
ones to be the first line of defense and fight the war they were here to 
warn about. Now that the ancient war had flared anew, they were 
going to have to defend themselves as best they could until Richard 
could do something to stop the threat. 

Henrik had seen all the rushed preparations and had wanted to 
come with Richard and Samantha. Richard asked the boy to instead 
stay and help watch over Kahlan. When she woke, Henrik would then 
be able to fill in a lot of the blanks for her about what had happened 
after Richard had killed Jit. Ester could fill Kahlan in on what Richard 
had since learned about the barrier failing, and what he and Samantha 
had gone to do. 

Kahlan had rescued Henrik from the Hedge Maid’s clutches. 
Because of that, he had a special kind of loyalty and attachment to her 


so it hadn’t taken a lot of convincing for Richard to get the boy to stay 
behind and help Kahlan. 

Richard hiked the bow up onto his shoulder before negotiating a 
particularly treacherous turn on the steep trail. Between frequently 
looking down to watch his footing and looking ahead for handholds, 
he scanned the forest spread out in the distance below, looking for any 
sign of half people lying in wait. He didn’t see anyone or anything out 
of the ordinary, but that didn’t allay his concern. The unseen threats 
were what worried him the most. 

Samantha seemed completely comfortable on the trail. She danced 
down behind him like a mountain goat, pausing to wait for him to 
make it past difficult spots where he was more careful. It wasn’t that 
he was going slow—he wasn’t—it was simply that she had grown up 
ascending and descending the trail and she was intimately familiar 
with it. Either that, or she was not properly cautious. 

When they finally reached the boulder field at the bottom of the 
mountain, he again scanned the gloomy countryside out beyond the 
small sheds, buildings, and shelters housing the village’s animals and 
tools. The open fields out beyond allowed him to see a goodly 
distance, all the way to the dark swath of sodden forest in the 
distance. What he could see looked deserted. 

The chickens and geese were making a racket. They had been quiet 
until Richard and Samantha had made it down near their coops and 
that was probably what disturbed them, so he wasn’t alarmed. 

Moving out of the boulders, he noticed that the rest of the animals 
seemed strangely quiet. The sheep huddled together under a roof of a 
small pole building. They were either staying out of the drizzle, or 
they were afraid of something. The hogs were likewise quiet and 
crowded together in corners of their pens. 

Richard checked the damp ground, looking for fresh tracks that 
would indicate someone was about. There were tracks everywhere 
from people going about the work of looking after the animals. In fact, 
there were so many tracks through the mud that it made it difficult to 
make out anything suspicious. 

But then he spotted a track that bought him to a halt. The people of 
Stroyza all wore shoes or boots. The print from this particular left foot 
was bare. What was so disturbing, though, was that the right footprint 
wasn’t bare, but it wasn’t a bootprint, either. It was a soft, irregular 
impression. It looked like the person’s foot might have been wrapped 
in cloth. 

At the same time as he saw tracks that concerned him, Richard 
looked up just as a man with dark, sunken eyes stepped out from 
behind the chicken coop. 
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The man wasn’t one of the villagers. His clothes were little more than 
tattered rags draped over his bony frame, exposing oozing lesions. In 
places, corners of different kinds of cloth hung like rotted flags. 

His left foot was bare. His right foot was wrapped in muddy rags. 

Considering his clothes alone, as filthy and frayed as they were, 
Richard’s first thought was that this was another of the walking dead 
dug up out of a grave somewhere and sent on a mission to attack the 
people of Stroyza. 

But this was no walking corpse. This man was alive, although by 
the looks of him he was well on the way to being dead. He stared with 
sunken eyes rimmed with dark, reddish circles. The skin of his 
exposed arms was riddled with open sores and scabs. Except for not 
looking to have any other deformities, he looked to be a leper. 

There was no time to feel sorry for the man. 

Almost as soon as he spotted Richard, the man rushed at him, his 
lips curling back. As he came, he let out a bellowing roar, an 
otherworldly, feral, fierce sound, a sound born of savage hunger. His 
jaws were open wide, and his teeth were bared for the attack. 

Richard pivoted to his left as he threw his leg out, planting his boot 
squarely in the center of the man’s chest as he charged in. The swift, 
powerful blow drove a grunt from the man and also drove him back, 
gaining Richard precious fighting room. 

The man stumbled backward several steps as he struggled to catch 
his balance. As soon as he regained his footing, he immediately lunged 
toward Richard again. 

Twisting to the left, coiled like a spring, Richard now had not only 
the time he needed, but also the fighting room. 

The clear ring of steel in the still midday air announced the Sword 
of Truth clearing the scabbard. 

The sword’s rage came out with the blade. Richard’s own anger was 
already there, waiting. Together, those twin storms fired the fury 
powering the blade’s magic. 

Samantha let out a squeak as she dove behind Richard both for 
cover and to get out of the way of his deadly blade. 

Richard’s gaze was fixed on the threat again rushing toward him. As 


his sword cleared the sheath, Richard uncoiled and whipped the blade 
around in a backhanded arc, following the path needed to take it 
where he was looking. 

Before the man could take another step, the blade was already there 
to meet him. The silence was broken by the crack of bone. A red mist 
filled the damp morning air. 

Before Samantha had finished diving behind Richard, the man’s 
head was off and tumbling up through the air. It bounced down on the 
top rail of a hog pen, leaving a splash of blood, and then came down 
with a thud in the mud among the pigs. The pigs snorted, pushing 
back against one another, at first trying to get away from the threat, 
and then, as the head rolled to rest, the smell of fresh blood swiftly 
overcame their fear and they were on it, jostling one another to get at 
the gory prize. 

The headless man toppled forward, hitting the ground hard at 
Richard’s feet, splashing blood and mud across his boots. 

Already, Richard was scanning the trees, fields, and nearby 
buildings for any other sign of threat. He expected a horde of half 
people to emerge suddenly and attack all at once, hoping to 
overpower and rip into him with their teeth before he could fight 
them all off, but he didn’t see anyone else. Stillness settled once more 
over the countryside out beyond the animal pens. The pigs snorted 
and squealed as they fought to get at the head. The chickens, rattled 
by the man’s roar, were in a frenzied, flapping panic. 

Samantha, clutching his cloak, peeked out from behind Richard. 
Her face was white. 

“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice still alive with the twin rage 
within him. 

Samantha’s mass of black hair jiggled up and down as she nodded, 
her eyes wide. 

Richard, still holding the sword, looked back up the mountain to 
the cave opening. All the people up top gaped down in horror. He 
didn’t think it was necessary to yell up to them to ask. They got the 
point. 

“He was right here, among us,” Samantha said, clearly surprised 
that one of the half people had been hiding this close. “They’ve found 
where we live.” 

“They will find where everyone lives,” Richard said. “They’re on the 
hunt for souls.” 

Richard laid a hand on Samantha’s shoulder, holding her back, and 
told her to wait where she was while he checked the area. She looked 
forlorn as she waited, standing all alone with her elbows pulled in 
tight to her sides and her hands clenched in a tight knot under her 
chin as she watched him searching the area around the small 


buildings. 

More than anything, seeing that thin, frail young woman standing 
there all alone made him realize how alone she really must feel with 
her father murdered and her mother missing. She was only now 
stepping away from being a girl into a world that demanded she grow 
up or die. Richard reminded himself again that if there was anything 
he could do to rescue her mother, he was going to do it. 

Samantha watched as Richard looked inside the buildings and coops 
and all around the firewood piles for anyone who might be hiding. As 
he went around each structure, making sure there was no one hidden 
behind them, she snatched glances to the sides for any sign of trouble. 

After Richard had satisfied himself that the area was clear and that 
there was no one lying in wait, he signaled for Samantha to come on 
ahead. She raced to catch up with him as he started down the lane 
between the pens. 

“Are you starting to see why coming along with me is going to be so 
dangerous?” he asked as he slid his sword back in its sheath. As he 
released the hilt, he let the anger go as well. 

“Td rather be with you than back there with my people,” she said. 
“They have numbers. You have a sword. After seeing them attacked 
the other night, and after seeing you use that sword just now, I’d 
rather be with one of you and your sword than with all of them.” 

Richard had to admit that she had a point. 

“Did you sense that man at all with your gift?” 

Samantha frowned. “Sense him? What do you mean?” 

“Gifted people—wizards and sorceresses—can often sense when 
there is someone around. They can often sense someone in the 
darkness, or someone hiding like that man was hiding.” 

“Really?” Her mouth twisted with displeasure. “I wish my mother 
would have taught me that trick.” 

“Stroyza doesn’t have any horses, do they?” he asked, even though 
he thought he knew the answer. 

Samantha shook her head. “Just oxen to help in the fields.” 

It struck him that they lived here; they had nowhere to go. Unless, 
of course, in their duty as sentinels they had need to put out a 
warning about the gates to the third kingdom being open, but that had 
not been necessary for thousands of years. 

Since they didn’t have horses, there was no choice but to walk. 
From some of the terrain he had seen through the viewing port, horses 
could not make it all the way to where they needed to go, so it wasn’t 
as big a hindrance as it might seem. They would have to make do and 
cover the most ground they could on foot. 

As they took the turn, making their way down the path leading 
north through the fields, Samantha pulled the hood of her cloak up 


over her hair. The drizzle was getting thicker. By the look of the 
overcast, Richard thought that it might soon be raining. It was going 
to be miserable traveling weather. 

At least the forest, still some distance off, would offer them some 
protection. He hurried his pace to make it to the trees quicker. 

Samantha didn’t look to be bothered by the gloom. 

“Does it get gloomy like this often, here?” he asked her. 

She nodded. “It’s dark and dreary here a lot. I’ve often wished that I 
could live someplace sunny, rather than in the Dark Lands.” 

Before they reached the edge of the fields, off ahead among the 
towering trees, Richard thought that for just a brief moment he 
spotted eyes back in the darkness of the thick forest. 
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Richard put his right arm out when he stopped, bringing Samantha to 
a halt as well. She looked up at him with a puzzled expression. 

“Do you notice anything up ahead?” Richard asked in a hushed 
tone, gesturing with a slight nod of his head. 

Samantha look toward the trees and then frowned back up at him. 
“T see trees. What do you mean? Like what?” 

“I mean, do you see eyes watching us?” 

She turned her frown toward the dark forest rising up before them. 

“Eyes?” she asked in a voice drawn thin and high with alarm. She 
leaned a little bit to each side, then forward a little, peering into the 
dark places among the trees. 

Richard carefully, methodically, studied the dark shadows back in 
behind the trees. The woods weren’t too far off. In fact, at the 
moment, they were feeling uncomfortably close. He saw a few 
sparrows darting among the pine boughs, and a squirrel or maybe a 
mouse rummaging among the leaf litter, nothing larger. 

“No, I don’t see anything,” she finally said. “You saw eyes watching 
us? Where?” 

“T think I saw them up ahead, back in the trees, just off to the right 
of the trail.” 

Samantha’s gaze darted back to the forest, checking where he said 
he saw something. “Are you sure?” 

“No. I only saw it for a moment. I’ve spent most of my life in the 
woods and I know that sometimes light reflecting off wet leaves, or a 
few light patches of moss—things like that—can sometimes look like 
eyes. Sometimes it can really fool you.” 

“Maybe that’s what you saw this time.” She sounded more hopeful 
than confident. 

“It’s possible. But now I don’t see it.” Richard took two steps back 
to replicate where he had been, trying to see if it was a reflection off 
wet leaves when seen from just a certain angle. He didn’t see it again, 
so he doubted it was a reflection he’d seen. As he came forward to 
step up beside her, he still didn’t see it again. 

“That’s good, if you don’t see it, right? That means it was nothing, 
right?” 


Richard stared into the dark recesses of the forest, back among the 
bases of the towering trunks and the smaller shrubs. “Maybe. It might 
have been a trick of the light, or some water dripping off leaves. But it 
could also mean that it was somebody, and when I spotted them they 
moved back and hid behind cover.” 

Samantha scanned the fields to their left. To the right the rocky 
ground rose up sharply into the mountain home where she lived. She 
looked back to the forest waiting for them at the end of the lightly 
traveled trail. 

“What should we do?” she asked. 

Richard surveyed the lay of the land. To the right the mountain 
made passage impossible. To the left, skirting the path, looked like an 
option but not a good one. 

“Are there any other paths or roads going in this general direction?” 

Samantha shook her head. “There are more populated areas to the 
south. Very few people live in this direction. This is the only path 
going north and it only goes north for a ways. 

“If we go off the path it will be slow going through the forest. We 
will have to do that eventually because the path doesn’t go all the way 
north to the wall. It turns off to the west less than halfway to where 
we're going. It eventually turns some more to go to the southwest as it 
makes its way around rugged, rocky ridges. But to the north, after the 
trail turns away, is uncharted wilderness. 

“It only goes north as far as it does because of rugged mountains 
due west of here. The trail only goes north as far as it has to in order 
to get around impassable country, then it turns on its way to the few 
other villages to the west and south.” 

“Do many people travel through here?” 

She tilted her head to the west. “Those villages are distant over 
those mountains. Most of the people there trade with places to the 
south of them, which are closer, so people rarely travel here because 
Stroyza is not only pretty isolated, it’s not on the way to anywhere. 
This part of the Dark Lands is just too rugged and uninhabited to be 
worthwhile for most traders to have any reason to come this way, so 
we don’t see many people other than a few trappers, merchants, and 
traders trying to scratch out a living.” 

Hands on his hips, Richard nodded as he studied the lay of the land. 
“T should have realized it.” 

She looked up at him. “What do you mean?” 

“Well, in Naja Moon’s time, they were trying to save everyone from 
the danger of the half people and the walking dead, right?” 

“Right,” Samantha said, not really following what he was getting at. 

“Well if you wanted to stick something dangerous somewhere 
where it would have the least chance to harm anyone, where would 


you put it?” 

Samantha’s gaze shot back to the north. “Someplace deserted. 
Someplace people never went. Someplace where no one was likely to 
ever go near.” 

“Right.” 

She lifted her arms a little. “So what are we going to do? We have 
to head north if we’re to get to the north wall. You saw it through the 
viewing port. The barrier that runs between a gap in the mountains is 
to the north. That gap in the mountains isn’t very wide and there 
doesn’t seem to be another way in. We have to go north if we are 
going to get into the third kingdom. This is the only path that heads in 
that direction, at least for part of the way, and then we'll have to go 
through uncharted woods.” 

“That’s exactly why I don’t like walking up this path into the trees. 
It makes a perfect place to ambush any unsuspecting traveler”— 
Richard looked down at the concern on her face—“in order to try to 
steal their soul.” 

Samantha rubbed her arms as if having a sudden chill in the damp 
but warm air as she contemplated people who would try to eat them 
alive to get at their soul. 

“They have just as much chance of that as our pigs have of 
becoming human by eating that fellow’s head.” 

Richard huffed a chuckle of agreement. 

She peered up expectantly. “Then what are we to do? We haven’t 
really even begun the journey. We’ve only been walking for a short 
time. We have a long way to travel.” 

Richard flicked a hand to the field off to the left of the path. It was 
mostly dirt with a few clumps of weeds here and there. Whatever had 
been growing in it had been harvested and the ground plowed in 
preparation for planting another crop. 

“Let’s cut through this field. Maybe we can find a trail used by 
animals to go through the woods. Deer runs often make a usable path, 
then at least we wouldn’t have to fight our way through dense brush.” 

“All the way?” she asked, incredulous. “You think we should follow 
deer trails all the way north? Lord Rahl, deer trails usually run hither 
and yon. Deer aren’t looking to make time and get somewhere. They 
just wander around looking for forage.” 

Richard was nodding as she was talking. “I know, but what I’m 
thinking is that if someone is lying in wait, they would be right up 
there, waiting to catch anyone unsuspecting who follows the trail into 
the woods. I’m thinking that if we can make our way through the 
woods and around the path for a while, then we can finally catch back 
up with it farther north, in a few hours, maybe, and then make time 
on the regular trail.” 


“But if someone is waiting in ambush on the trail, they could be 
waiting in ambush all along the trail.” 

“Possibly, but if these half people are as desperate for souls as Naja 
says, then they wouldn’t want others to get the first chance when 
people follow the trail north into the woods. They have probably 
already learned from the planted fields and animals that people live 
here, and they have probably been watching, so they know that very, 
very few people travel north like this.” 

“So? What good does that do for us?” 

Richard rested the palm of his left hand on the hilt of his sword, 
still surveying the lay of the land, looking for an opening they could 
use. 

“Well,” he finally said, “if their pickings are slim, if there are few 
souls for the taking, then they aren’t going to want to leave those 
souls to other half people who are waiting right at the trailhead. If the 
first in line caught anyone happening by on the trail, then there 
wouldn’t be anyone left for other half people lying in wait farther 
north. It seems to me that half people would be eager and want to be 
first to get any soul.” 

Samantha nodded as she thought it over. “That makes sense. They 
would be jealous of others getting first chance at any souls, so they 
would all want to be right here, like a pack of hungry wolves, where 
they can hide in the woods at the beginning of the trail north.” 

“That’s what I’m thinking.” Richard turned, looking back the way 
they had come. “I bet that fellow back there by your animals got the 
idea that he would wait even closer. He probably thought that he 
would get first pick of the souls living here. By the looks of him, he 
was desperate and not a very clear thinker. Being alone like that 
didn’t give him as good a chance at success as some of them working 
together to overpower people.” 

“Well then, it seems that you’re saying that you expect them all to 
be waiting just up ahead.” 

She started to lift her hand to point. Richard pushed her hand 
down. 

“Don’t point. If there are half people out there, they will be 
watching us.” 

Samantha was looking alarmed again. “So, what do we do?” 

“T think we should try to go around them and pick up the trail 
farther north.” 

“Maybe we should wait until dark, so they wouldn’t see us doing 
that. I mean, if you’re worried about pointing where we are thinking 
of going because they might be watching us, they will certainly be 
able to see where we head off to skirt the trailhead unless it’s dark 
out.” 


“That certainly makes the most sense, and I’d rather wait until dark, 
but there’s two problems with that.” 

“Like what?” 

“First, it’s overcast. That means there won’t be any moonlight or 
even stars to help us navigate through strange countryside in the pitch 
black. It’s dangerous enough when you know where you are and 
you're following trails you know. In the dark, in unfamiliar country, 
trying to cross trackless woods, it’s really dangerous. 

“Tt only takes one mistake in the dark and your journey is done. 
You could hit dried branches that could blind an eye, or step in a split 
in the rock and snap the bone in your leg, or you could even fall over 
a cliff. Even a small cliff, not much higher than I am tall, is enough to 
kill you in the dark.” 

“T could heal you if you got hurt like some of those things.” 

“And what if it was you who fell and split your skull open on a 
rock?” 

Samantha made a sour expression as she thought it over for a 
moment. “What’s the second reason?” 

Richard started off across the field to the left. “The second reason is 
that we can’t afford to lose any time. Every moment we’re delayed 
could mean the lives of the people we’re on our way to help could be 
lost.” 

Samantha hurried to follow after him across the rough, plowed 
ground, stepping high over clods of dirt to keep from tripping. 

“Well, I know that I would hate to arrive the day after my mother 
was killed and for the rest of my life wish I would have hurried just a 
little faster.” 

“Exactly,” Richard said as he steered a course across the rough, 
open ground for a small opening into the woods that he had spotted 
off in that direction. It looked like a small deer trail, but it was their 
best option. 

The only problem was that if there were half people back at the 
trail, they would be watching and know where the two of them were 
headed. It wouldn’t give the two of them much of a head start. 

It couldn’t be helped. It was the best of a bad situation. 
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As they made their way as quietly and swiftly as possible across the 
field of broken ground, the half people began to emerge from the 
woods. At first there were only a dozen or so, but in short order they 
were emerging from of the woods in droves. It was not only alarming 
to see them breaking cover and coming out onto the open ground, it 
was alarming to see their numbers growing so quickly. What was only 
a moment before a handful that Richard could have handled had 
become a crowd that could easily overwhelm him on open ground. 

Richard could see that he and Samantha weren’t going to make it to 
the woods in time. The people running across the plowed field were 
going to cut them off before they reached the tree line. 

Richard didn’t see any weapons being carried by the half people— 
they looked like a ragtag mob—but as they ran, rapidly closing the 
distance, they began to howl like demons hungry for blood. A chill ran 
through Richard knowing that was exactly what they were hungry for. 

At that point, Richard wasn’t exactly sure what to do. They would 
have a better chance in the woods because it was easier to fight large 
numbers in confined spaces. With limited room they couldn’t all 
attack at once because it would be too hard to crowd in around their 
prey. Out in the open Richard and Samantha stood almost no chance. 
The howling masses could pile in from all sides at once. Richard’s 
sword could only cut down so many, and could only cut them down so 
fast. It couldn’t stop an avalanche of people descending on him and 
Samantha out in the open. 

More than that, though, these were people in only a limited sense. 
He couldn’t expect them to think like an ordinary enemy in a battle. 
From what Naja’s account had warned and from what Richard had 
seen of the man back by the animal pens, these people, if they could 
be called that, didn’t seem to fear for their own lives the way an 
ordinary enemy fighter would, or any ordinary human, for that 
matter. In the war, Richard had seen enemy troops making a mad 
charge without regard for their own lives, but this was different. These 
people were this way by their nature. 

Since they weren’t going to be able to make it to the woods, 
Richard slowed and finally came to a stop. He looked back the way 


they had come as well as off to each side. None of those other choices 
were a good option because on open ground these unholy half dead 
would likely be able to run them down in short order. Now that these 
beasts had two souls in sight, they were unlikely to stop for anything. 

Richard felt, for the first time, what it must have felt like for Zedd, 
Nicci, Cara, and all the rest of his friends and soldiers as they had 
watched the howling menace coming for them. 

It was as horrifying as anything Richard had ever faced. 

Samantha, rather than panicking and asking him what they should 
do, started twirling her arms in a most peculiar manner. He couldn’t 
imagine what she could be doing. She wasn’t twirling them fast, but in 
a labored way, as if she were moving something invisible but heavy. 

Richard saw, then, some of the dirt in the field out in front of them 
start to be lifted by gusts of wind building out of nowhere. He at last 
understood what she was trying to do. 

She was gathering wind, calling it to do her bidding, gathering it 
into a focused windstorm. 

“Can you do more?” he asked, checking the distance to the people 
running toward them, calculating how long they had before they 
would be overwhelmed. 

“Trying” was all she could manage to say as her arms built speed, 
twirling faster and faster. Richard could see beads of sweat on her 
forehead. 

As the gusts of wind she was calling forth built speed and power, 
they begin picking up more dirt with every fitful gust. Pieces of straw 
and grass were lifted into the swirl of dirt and debris that was rapidly 
building into a whirlwind. 

“Tt’s too bad that the ground is wet!” he called out to her over the 
howl of the crazed attackers and the ever-increasing howl of the wind. 
“If it was dry, it would be dusty and the dust could hide us long 
enough for us to escape into the woods! That way, they wouldn’t see 
where we went!” 

Samantha briefly glanced up. He could see the spark of an idea in 
her eyes and the slight curl of her lips before she turned her attention 
back to the task at hand. She added an alternating whipping motion to 
what she was doing with circling her arms, as if casting something 
out. 

Richard understood as he began to feel the heat she was generating 
with what she was doing. The gifted could gather heat from the air 
and focus it, the same way they could gather the air itself. 

Soon, it felt like standing near a bonfire. She was not only gathering 
the air into gusts to build those into a whirlwind, she was gathering 
heat out of the air and casting it against the ground. Richard had seen 
sorceresses, and even Zedd, gather heat from the air, or even pull heat 


out of the air to freeze water. Samantha was doing the same thing. 

The heat was intense enough to confuse the onrushing horde, and in 
their confusion they slowed their mad rush. Some of them began to 
shield their eyes from the dirt and debris blowing at them while 
others rubbed at their eyes, trying to get the dirt out so they could see. 

In what seemed a sudden turn, under the withering heat the wet 
ground flashed to dry as the moisture was driven out. In short order, 
great billowing clouds of dust rose up, lifting into the air in brown 
curtains. 

As some of the half people started to run to the sides in an attempt 
to find a way around the wall of dirt, dust, and debris, Samantha 
recognized what they were doing and again started to whirl her arms 
around over her head. The hot winds along with all the dust she was 
stirring up started to rotate. A wall of the dirt and debris blew in 
around Richard and Samantha, rotating around them faster and faster, 
picking up both speed and dust as they stood at the center of the 
howling storm. 

Before long, Richard couldn’t see a thing. He knew that if he 
couldn’t see anything, including the half people, they couldn’t see 
him. 

He knew where the deer trail was in relation to where they stood 
out in the field. He kept the place fixed in his mind, even though he 
couldn’t see it anymore. In mere moments, he had lost sight of the 
forest as well as the confused half people that had been darting 
around, trying to find a way to get at them through the blinding wall 
of dust. 

The dust now rotated in towering walls around Richard and 
Samantha and had became so thick that it closed in completely, 
darkening the light that could get down inside. It felt like dusk inside 
the rotating storm of dirt and dust and getting darker by the moment. 
Meanwhile, Samantha’s arms continued twirling around over her 
head, keeping up the momentum of the wind. 

Once everything had grown dim and dark and Richard couldn’t see 
a single one of the half people, and hardly more than the hand in front 
of his face, he leaned close to Samantha so she could hear him over 
the howl of the wind. 

“Can you move while you’re doing that?” 

She glanced over at him, clearly in the throes of intense 
concentration. “I don’t know,” she yelled over the noise. The look on 
her face, though, told him that she didn’t believe she could, even if 
she knew she had to try. 

It was plainly evident that it was tremendously difficult for her to 
keep up such focused effort. He knew that they only needed to get to 
the trees without the half people seeing where they went and then 


they would have a chance. 

Richard was struck with a sudden idea. He bent down and leaned in 
close. “You just keep doing what you’re doing Samantha! Don’t stop!” 
he yelled over the roar of the wind. 

The howl of the wind had grown so loud that he could no longer 
hear the howls of the half people screaming for blood. 

Samantha glanced over at him, clearly puzzled by what he 
intended. She couldn’t spare the energy to answer. She simply nodded. 

Richard slipped his arms around her waist and lifted her up. “Keep 
doing what you’re doing! Don’t stop! I’m going to get us to the 
woods!” 

Samantha’s arms kept twirling even as he lifted her. The wind kept 
blowing and gusting up a dust storm around them as Richard hoisted 
the slim young woman up, sitting her atop his shoulder. He held her 
tightly by the waist to steady her as he started running. 

Richard knew that she had to be getting tired from the effort, but 
she didn’t slow the pace or complain. She kept it up, and kept the 
curtain of dirt and debris rotating around them in a massive dust 
storm that blanketed the field all around. Richard had no idea how 
large the dust storm was, but he did know that it was hiding them and 
that was what mattered. 

Before it had become opaque, though, he had seen that it was not 
some isolated little whirlwind. It was massive, covering a lot of 
ground and enveloping the entire swarm of half people charging out 
of the woods and coming after them. 

It was sweltering hot inside the rotating dust cloud. Richard could 
hardly breathe from the heat. His nose was filling with dust, making it 
difficult to breathe. He didn’t slow though. This was their only chance. 

He ran until he heard the dirt and flying debris hitting the leaves 
and pine needles of trees. He could hear it pelting wet trees. He could 
hear the litter of the forest floor pulled up into the whirlwind and 
clattering against trunks. He could hear tree limbs whipping in the 
wind. Some of those limbs snapped in the gusts. 

Richard suddenly spotted the deer trail and without pause plunged 
into it, into the woods, Samantha still up on his shoulder twirling her 
arms, still calling the wind around them. 
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Richard had to swing Samantha down off his shoulder as he dove into 
the woods for fear that he would smack her face into a limb and break 
her delicate little neck. He held her against his right hip, slung on his 
arm. He had to duck forward himself as he ran into the deer run to 
keep from hitting low limbs and saplings that were bent in over the 
tunnel-like trail. Like others Richard had used before, the deer trail 
was not very tall but it was wide enough. As he ran, small saplings 
leaning in here and there slapped at his arms. 

Samantha’s arms finally stopped their frantic flailing and spinning. 
She slumped, panting with exhaustion from the effort. He could see 
that it had taken every ounce of strength that she had. 

Now, it was up to him to get them away from the horde of half 
people who had been after them. He didn’t think that they had seen 
which way Richard had run, but he imagined that they could probably 
guess that he would head for the woods. He expected them to show up 
at any moment. 

Through the blur of branches, brush, and green flashing by, Richard 
spotted one of the half people. He was dressed better than the man 
Richard had beheaded, but not much better. As soon as he spotted 
Richard and Samantha he raced in from the left side. As he got close, 
he bared his teeth. Richard could see that he was missing a few. His 
jaws started snapping in anticipation of catching flesh and ripping it 
off. 

Without pause, as soon as the man was within reach, Richard put 
his hand behind the man’s head and used his momentum to propel 
him forward. Richard, bigger than the lone man and already running 
while he carried Samantha under his right arm, used his hand on the 
back of the man’s head to steer him onward, moving him so fast that 
it not only took control of his direction but almost took him from his 
feet. 

As they raced up on a tree, Richard ran the man’s face hard into the 
thick trunk, right over the stump of a dried, broken-off limb, driving it 
straight through the man’s face. The impact was so hard Richard could 
feel the man’s head crack apart like a melon on a rock. With fluid 
movement, Richard released the man as he smacked into the tree and 


kept running. That was one attacker who wouldn’t be following them. 

After he had gone on a short distance more, Richard stopped to 
listen for signs that they were being closely pursued. He panted, 
catching his breath as he quickly appraised the situation. He tried to 
breathe as quietly as possible so he could listen. Samantha pushed at 
his arm, wanting down, so he eased her down to the ground. 

She bent forward, her mass of black hair hanging down around her 
face, hands on her knees, as she panted, trying to catch her breath 
after the exertion of creating the windstorm. 

“That was brilliant,” Richard whispered to her. 

She could only nod as she gasped for air. Richard let her recover as 
he listened for sounds of the half people in hot pursuit. 

And then in the distance he heard them crashing through the 
woods, coming toward him and Samantha. It sounded like hundreds of 
people charging through the woods. Even though they were still a 
ways off, it wouldn’t be long before they reached their prey. 

“Can you run, or should I carry you?” he asked. 

She answered by snatching up his hand and starting out at a trot. 
Richard started running, rapidly passing her and half pulling her along 
with him as he raced up the deer trail. As fear overcame her 
exhaustion, she had no trouble racing to keep up with him. The trail 
wound haphazardly through the woods as it made its way past trees, 
steep ledges, and drops, so they didn’t encounter any obstacles in the 
path. As open as it was, Richard was able to keep moving along the 
winding deer trail at a rapid pace. 

It seemed, though, that no matter how much ground Richard 
covered, the half people were still coming and getting closer all the 
time. He noticed that while they were mostly coming in from the 
direction of the trail off to Richard’s right, some were coming up from 
behind, back in the direction of the field. 

Richard knew that he had to do something to slow them down so 
that he and Samantha could vanish. He just couldn’t imagine what 
would slow them. He was only one person, and it sounded like there 
were hundreds in pursuit. He knew that he could fight them off for a 
while in the woods, but if their numbers were great enough it would 
eventually be a losing war. 

“How did you know to do that?” he asked Samantha. 

“My mother taught me the wind trick,” she said, gulping for air as 
she was sometimes pulled up and over steeper places by his hand 
holding hers. 

“And the heat to dry out the dirt?” 

“T don’t know. I guess it was just something I put together on my 
own out of desperation.” 

Richard smiled down at her. “Inventing magic?” 


She smiled back with a breathless “I guess.” 

“Well, do you have any magic tricks to use to slow them down so 
we can escape and disappear into the forest?” 

“Sorry, Lord Rahl, but I don’t know what else to do.” 

Richard nodded as he pressed onward. The trees around them were 
becoming larger and farther apart, while at the same time the forest 
floor began to thin out of underbrush that couldn’t grow in the deep 
shade. The Dark Lands seemed to have precious little sunlight in the 
first place, but on the hushed floor in under the massive pines it was 
darker yet. 

Although that made it easier to run, the problem was that as the 
forest became more open, they could more easily be spotted. 

Richard spotted them first, though. He saw ten or twelve of the half 
people in tattered clothes racing through the woods, dodging trees and 
jumping rocks and rotting logs as they steadily angled in to intercept 
Richard and Samantha. The deeper into the woods they went, the 
more open the forest down below became. The immense pines had no 
boughs down low. The huge trunks stood in sprawling beds of fern, 
beside streams, and among exposed rock ledges. The more ground that 
Richard and Samantha covered, the rockier the ground became and 
the broader the girth of the trees grew. 

To make progress, Richard had to start climbing over the occasional 
layer of rocks and lines of ridges thrusting up through the leaf litter of 
the forest floor. The problem was that while he was slowed by the lay 
of the land, the half people, still some distance off on flatter ground, 
were able to run faster and close some of the distance. 

More than that, though, they ran headlong, utterly careless as they 
ran, driven by the mad need to devour a soul. Richard saw one man 
hit a tree square, rebound, and go down. Another tripped jumping 
over a log. He didn’t rise out of the brush. Another caught a limb 
across the throat. His feet went flying out and he went down on his 
back onto rock with a heavy thud. The odd person running would 
occasionally catch a foot in a hole or under a downed limb and snap 
their leg. 

But for every one who went down, it seemed like a dozen more 
showed up to join in the chase. 

Richard frantically tried to think of a way to slow them, or to gain 
enough distance that he and Samantha could disappear into the 
trackless forest. He couldn’t come up with a way to slow so many 
people. The trick with the wind that Samantha had used to such great 
effect in the open field would not work in the forest. It might be 
inconvenient and distracting, but it wouldn’t stop their pursuers. 

Richard had a sudden idea. He looked over at Samantha running 
beside him. Having to take two or three steps for every one if his 


strides, her feet seemed to fly over the ground, sometimes not even 
touching as he occasionally pulled her over an obstacle as they raced 
through the woods. 

“That thing you did with heat, to dry the dirt and make dust, how 
did you do that?” 

“Just gathered heat out of the air,” she said, sounding a bit 
perplexed by the question. “It was pretty simple.” 

“Did your mother teach you to gather heat like that? Did she teach 
you how to make things hot?” 

Samantha made a face. “I don’t know. A little, I guess. She taught 
me a lot of things growing up. Not necessarily a lesson, just little 
things, like pulling heat out of the air and putting it someplace.” 

“Did she teach you how to heat rocks to keep you warm on cold 
nights?” 

Samantha smiled even as she ran, still trying to catch her breath. 
“Yes. When I was little, she would do that and put the warm rocks in 
my bed. Then later she showed me how so that someday I could do 
the same thing for my little ones.” 

“So you know how to put that heat you gather from the air into 
things? You can focus it.” 

She nodded when he looked back at her, perplexed by what he was 
getting at. 

Richard dove behind a long ledge, pulling her over it with him. He 
caught her around the waist and pulled her down behind the far side 
of the rock. He squatted down, turning her face toward him to make 
sure that he had her attention. 

“Did she ever teach you how to make trees explode?” 

Samantha’s brow lifted in surprise. “Make trees explode? Are you 
serious?” 

“Yes, I’ve seen it done. Especially in war. Wizards and even 
sorceresses would focus the heat they gather, kind of like you 
gathered it to dry the dirt. Only they would then focus that heat into a 
spot inside the trunks of trees, kind of like you do inside rocks to 
warm them. When they focused enough heat, and it was intense 
enough, it would make the sap in the tree trunk instantly boil and 
vaporize. They would do it so quickly, so suddenly, that as the sap 
vaporized it would make the tree trunk explode.” 

Her jaw was hanging open. “Really?” 

“Really. The flying splinters and pieces of wood could cut down 
anyone nearby. It would shred them to pieces. It could stop a line of 
troops, bring a headlong assault to an abrupt halt.” 

“But, I don’t know how to do such a thing.” 

Richard peered out over the rock ledge and then leaned back down 
close to her. “You need to learn fast. It may be the only thing that can 


save us.” Richard carefully lifted his head and pointed off into the 
distance. “There, see that handful of men over there who stopped, 
trying to see where we went?” 

She peeked over the edge of the rock. “Yes. I see them.” 

Richard put his hand on her head and pushed it back down so the 
men wouldn’t spot her. “Try to gather heat and put it into that tree 
trunk beside them. See if you can focus the heat really fast. If you can, 
if you can do it fast enough and with enough intensity, you can make 
the trunk explode. I’ve seen it done, Samantha. I know it can be done. 
You’ve got to try.” 

She pressed her lips tight for a moment and then peeked over the 
rock again. She took a deep breath and then laid both arms on top of 
the rock, aiming her palms out at the tree. 

She squinted with the effort, her fingers trembling as she tried. 

Finally, the breath she had been holding left her lungs in a rush. 
“Tm sorry, Lord Rahl, but I can’t do it. I just can’t.” 

Richard let out a disappointed sigh of his own and finally nodded. 
“I know you did your—” 

A man suddenly dove over the top of the rock behind them. Richard 
seized the man’s ragged clothes in his fists as he came diving in and 
used the man’s momentum to heave him out over the rim of ledge. 

As the man tumbled away, three more men came over the top of the 
rock. 
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Richard drew his sword as he sprang up. Powered by the anger of the 
blade’s magic, as well as his own fury, he spun to the attack. 

The first man to come in at him lost his head for it. The second 
figure to leap in at him was a woman, equally vicious in her frenzied 
attempt to rip into him with her teeth. As Richard kicked her legs out 
from under her, a powerful swing of his sword caught the back of her 
head, taking off the top half of her skull. The large disc of bone, with 
the scalp of ratty hair, cartwheeled down the rock ledge. Strands of 
hair flung outward as it tumbled away. Richard spun back to the side 
just in time to meet another woman’s charge. With one powerful 
swing, the blade cut her ribs open to her spine. As she fell at his feet, 
her insides erupting from the massive wound, Richard drove the point 
of the steel pommel back into a man’s face. On the rebound he thrust 
the sword forward through a man reaching for Samantha. 

He used his foot to shove the man back off the blade while at the 
same time reaching back with his free hand to seize Samantha’s arm. 
The mortally wounded man fell back across the rock, clutching the 
wound through his chest, choking on his own blood. 

Richard yanked Samantha up and out of the way as two more men 
dove in at them, hands clawed as they snatched for her. Their fingers 
caught only empty air. When they missed as they grabbed for her, 
they sprawled forward. Richard stomped the back of one man’s head, 
smashing his face into the rough granite, while he stabbed the other 
twice in quick succession. The man Richard had stomped clutched his 
hands over his ruined face as he writhed in agony. 

“Let’s go!” Richard yelled at Samantha. 

Speed of movement was life. Richard wasted no time in continuing 
to engage the enemy unless he had to. Instead, when he could, he 
simply slipped through their ranks to escape their reaching hands as 
he pulled Samantha along with him through every sharp evasive turn 
he took. As he ran, he beheaded anyone that came in close enough, or 
took off the arms of those reaching in to keep them from getting hold 
of either Samantha or himself. He wasn’t interested in fighting them if 
he didn’t have to. There were too many to hope to eliminate them all. 
He was more interested in escaping, because fighting would risk being 


taken down and then having them get hold of Samantha. 

It amazed him the way the half people charged in without any 
regard for their own safety. They showed little or no fear of his sword, 
only avoiding it sometimes as if it were nothing more than a mere 
nuisance on their way in to try to get to him. That made it all the 
easier for Richard to cut them down. They fell with terrible gaping 
wounds, or fell dead, in great numbers. The problem was that there 
were simply so many of them. 

It was clear to Richard that their single-minded goal was to get at 
someone with a soul. That seemed to be all that mattered to them. 
Though they carried no weapons other than an occasional knife at 
their side, which he never saw one of them draw, their unwavering 
purpose in and of itself made them incredibly dangerous. In that 
purpose, their teeth were their weapons of choice. 

As they attacked, they did little to protect themselves, and almost 
nothing to escape the certain death of his blade. They were 
determined to get what they were after. Nothing else mattered. Some 
were able to get in closer because he was so busy handling the great 
many presenting themselves for slaughter. But when he did get to 
them, they made easy targets of themselves. 

Richard was only too happy to oblige them. The sword’s fury 
demanded their blood, and Richard’s anger was more than enough to 
provide the muscle the blade needed. He just wanted these monsters 
to stay away from him, and if killing them was the only way, then he 
killed them as fast as they came at him. 

Holding Samantha’s wrist in his left hand, he pulled her like a rag 
doll, this way and that, to keep her out of the reaching hands of the 
half people. He danced over the tops of rock as soon as a slight 
opening in the rush of half people presented itself. He dodged from 
side to side to avoid reaching fingers, occasionally kicking men and 
women out of the way if that was all it took. If they presented a more 
serious threat and it took more than a kick, he used his sword to cut 
them down. As he raced through the woods, using the tops of 
outcroppings of ledge as stepping stones, he swung the sword one 
way, cutting down those to one side, and then with a backhanded 
swing slashed those on the other side, leaving a trail of blood, the 
dying, and bodies in his wake. 

Some of the attackers growled or roared in their mania to get at the 
souls they wanted, or cried out in anger as they missed snatching his 
and Samantha’s legs. The ones he killed made very little noise as they 
were stabbed or slashed. Even the ones who lost a limb didn’t let out 
the kind of screams that a normal person would have had they taken 
such grievous wounds. 

When the opportunity presented itself, Richard leaped down from a 


rock onto the forest floor. Once back on more even ground and with a 
brief opening, he broke into a dead run. Seeing what he was doing 
and where he was heading, Samantha stayed a half a step ahead of 
him. Those chasing them on the more open ground, of course, could 
run faster as well, so Richard periodically had to turn to cut down any 
of the faster pursuers that got close. Sometimes, simply dodging to the 
side was enough to throw the horde of half people off stride long 
enough for Richard and Samantha to be able to put distance on them. 
Unfortunately, others came charging in from the sides and then they, 
too, had to be either dodged or dealt with. 

Richard knew that he had to be effective with every single thing he 
did. If he missed once, darted the wrong direction, or made any 
mistake at all, they would be on him. 

It felt like trying to outrun a cloud of angry gnats. 

When he glanced back over his shoulder after he swung the blade, 
splitting the face of a woman who sprang up in front of him, he saw 
that most of those coming up from behind were trying to snatch 
Samantha rather than get to him. 

Samantha was frantically using her hands to try to cast some kind 
of magic. Those coming for her showed no ill effect from her ability 
and it certainly wasn’t slowing them. Whatever she was doing 
obviously wasn’t working. 

This was the same thing Henrik had reported about the attack on 
the column of troops. Henrik had told him that nothing Zedd or Nicci 
had done seemed to have had the desired effect. Samantha was now 
having that same difficulty with her gift. The whirlwind was the most 
effective thing Samantha had so far conjured, but in the forest, on the 
run, that kind of thing would do them little good. 

He supposed that in a fight, those with the gift instinctively fell 
back on what they knew. But using her instincts was doing them no 
good. It was only using up her strength to no effect and slowing them 
down. 

That was why Richard had wanted her to use her ability to make 
trees explode. Magic didn’t work directly against these unholy half 
dead, but exterior things, such as his sword, or even a rock to their 
heads, did work. They could be hurt, but not with magic directly. He 
had wanted her to make trees explode in order to cut down their 
attackers. That was how he had figured out magic could be used 
against them. 

But Samantha had tried and she couldn’t do it. 

Coming over the top of a rise, Richard lifted Samantha from the 
ground, spun her around, and set her down behind him out of the 
way. With both hands now on his sword, his swift blows cut into two 
men and a woman who rushed in at him. They all fell, clutching 


gaping wounds to try to hold their insides from spilling out. Richard 
knew that they would spend hours lying there on the ground, 
suffering a slow and agonizing death. 

When he saw that the forest was getting ever more crowded with 
mobs of growling men and women closing in from all sides, he turned, 
looking for something they could use for a defensive position. Defense 
was not the way to win a battle, but at the moment he was rapidly 
running out of options. 

He pointed with his bloody sword. “There!” he yelled at Samantha. 
“Get between those rocks! Get back in far enough that they can’t reach 
you!” 

Without question or hesitation, Samantha scrambled to dive into a 
narrow split in the jumble of ledge jutting up from the forest floor. 
She was small enough to squeeze way back into the narrow split in the 
rock. He hoped she could go back in far enough to be out of the reach 
of all the half people grabbing for her, at least for a brief time, time 
enough to give him the chance to fight off the closest attackers. 

Richard knew, though, that it wouldn’t protect her for long. 
Defensive action was not going to save them. There were simply too 
many half people swarming in from all around. It would only be a 
matter of time before some of the smaller among them squirmed far 
enough into the split in the rock to be able to reach in, get hold of her, 
and drag her out. If they did that, they would tear into her with their 
teeth and eat her alive on the spot. 

Richard’s heart pounded with the fear of such a thought. He forced 
aside the horrific notion, making himself think instead of how to 
prevent such a thing from happening. He had made a calculated 
decision to keep her safe, if only temporarily. Now he had to make use 
of the chance that gave him to turn from defense to offense. Having 
her crouched back in the protection of the rock gave Richard at least a 
brief opening to fight off the half people without having to try to keep 
them off Samantha at the same time. 

He knew that fighting off the hordes coming in at them wouldn’t be 
enough to save them, but it would stall the inevitable while he tried to 
come up with a better solution. It bought them both a bit of time, that 
was all. How much depended on him, on how hard he could fight, on 
how ferocious he could be. 

It was already obvious that hacking them to pieces didn’t instill a 
sense of fear in the half people. They showed virtually no fear of 
anything. They wanted one thing, and one thing only. There was no 
way to outrun the half people, so he stood his ground and hacked 
away at them without pause. 

Despite how hard he tried to come up with a solution as he fought, 
he couldn’t think of anything. He had no time to think, really. It took 


all his effort to continue to swing the sword, to continue to cut down 
the packs of people charging in all around him. 

Richard stood on the high piece of ground he had staked out and 
unleashed the full fury of his anger at the throngs flocking in around 
him. He used the obstacles close in around him—tree trunks and a 
projection of rock—to keep his attackers from rushing straight in. He 
was merciless in the way he hacked apart clusters of people when they 
rushed in close enough. At the same time, he had to fight over and 
around growing piles of bloody corpses. 

The tightly focused battle was an orgy of slaughter. Limbs, heads, 
and parts of bodies from men and women alike littered the ground. 
Some of the fallen, still alive, twitched in shock and agony. The rocky 
ledge was painted in a grotesque patchwork of viscera, vomit, urine, 
and blood. 

As he fought, Richard had to be careful not to fall over the bodies 
or slip on the gore as he swung his sword and dodged fearless charges. 
The ground everywhere was spattered with a red rain. Blood dripped 
from the tips of leaves on the trees closest in all around and ran down 
the face of rocks. Severed fingers from people trying to grab the blade 
of his sword lay scattered over the rock, like fallen red leaves in 
autumn. 

Richard’s arms began to feel as heavy as lead. It was tiring to swing 
the sword without pause. There was no time to catch his breath. 
Stopping for any reason would mean certain death. 

He remembered the pain caused by the men who had attacked him, 
the pain of them biting him, trying to tear his flesh off with their 
teeth. That memory, that fear, that terror of such a gruesome end, not 
only for himself but for Samantha as well, drove him on with renewed 
fury. 

Bodies and body parts lay in tangled heaps. The people running in 
to attack were tripping and falling over them before they could even 
get to Richard. Others were slipping on the blood and gore. Sprawled 
on the ground, they were all the easier to kill. As the ones still alive 
scrambled to their feet, they were covered in the blood of those they 
had fallen among, making it hard for Richard to know who he had cut 
and didn’t need to cut again, and who might still represent a threat, so 
he simply cut any of them within range. 

The most they ever did to defend themselves was to lift an arm 
before their faces. That cost them the arm and then their head. It was 
ridiculously easy to kill such single-minded half people, but their 
sheer numbers were going to win out in the end, and then he and 
Samantha would be the ones butchered. 

Richard turned when he heard Samantha suddenly scream in terror. 
He saw a clot of people crowded in around the narrow opening in the 


rock, all of them leaning in the opening from every direction at the 
same time, dozens of arms reaching, hands grabbing at her, trying to 
get even a fingerhold on her to try to drag her out. 

Richard swung the sword in a wild frenzy, severing half a dozen 
arms at a time as if he were hacking away a thicket of brush. When he 
had slaughtered all those around the opening to her hiding place, he 
could see her wide eyes back in the darkness, tears of terror streaming 
down her face. 

She reached out to him, pleading with her open arms, wanting him 
to come to her. 

It was a sight of such abject misery that it nearly broke his heart. 

Richard looked out at all the masses of people flooding in toward 
him from every direction. 

There was nothing he could do. 

He dove into the split in the rock, over Samantha, covering her, 
protecting her, with his own body. He put his back to her. He felt her 
arms close around him, clutching him in tight against her. 

Richard pointed his sword outward to try to stall the inevitable as 
he waited for the end. 
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Richard felt Samantha’s arms tighten around him. 

“Pm sorry” was all he could whisper back over his shoulder. “I’m so 
sorry, Samantha.” 

He felt shame for letting himself so easily be talked into allowing 
her to come along, for how miserably he had failed to protect her, 
how he had failed Kahlan, failed Naja, Magda, and Merritt’s efforts, 
failed everyone else who depended on him as the Lord Rahl to be their 
protector. 

He should have never agreed to bring Samantha. She was one of the 
watchers. She was supposed to warn others. She had done that. She 
was not meant to fight the evil she was born there to warn others of. 

He was supposed to be the one to end prophecy and end the threat. 
It was his responsibility, not hers. 

Zedd had always told him to think of the solution, not the problem. 
He tried, but this time he had no solution. He had failed. He wanted to 
think that sometimes there simply wasn’t a solution, but that would be 
absolving himself of responsibility, when it had been his 
responsibility. To think there was no solution was to surrender. 

It was to come to nothing, though. Despite how hard he tried, he 
could think of no solution, and he couldn’t fight any harder, couldn’t 
fight off such an overpowering mass of half people all wanting to rip 
him and Samantha apart and steal their souls. Not even Zedd, Nicci, 
Cara, Cara’s husband, Ben, the general of all those elite troops of the 
First File, had been able to hold off such overwhelming numbers. 

Still, that was no excuse. He was the Lord Rahl. In the end it didn’t 
really matter that they failed. It only mattered if he failed. 

Richard watched out through the opening in the rock. He could see 
all the hands reaching back into the darkness for him. Fingers clawed 
the air, trying to catch hold of his clothes. Some of them grabbed the 
sword instead, and lost those fingers. 

He could see the shapes of hungry mouths growling with sick need. 
They bared their teeth for the task for which they so desperately 
lusted, for the taste of human flesh. 

It was all coming to an end before his journey of rescue had even 
begun. They hadn’t even made it beyond the outskirts of Stroyza. The 


hadn’t even made it safely across the fields and into the forest. 

“Don’t be sorry,” Samantha whispered back from the darkness 
behind him. “Don’t be sorry, Lord Rahl. You had the idea. It’s not your 
fault. It’s mine.” 

“What?” 

Samantha put her hand on the top of his head and pushed it lower. 
“Keep your head down,” she whispered as if from some distant, 
dreamlike place. 

Richard frowned and was about to ask her what she was talking 
about when her small fingers tightened on his head, keeping it down. 

And then the ground suddenly shook with a thunderous explosion. 

An instant later a deep shock wave hammered his chest. He couldn’t 
make out its source. 

Three more deafening explosions came in rapid succession, almost 
on top of one another. The earsplitting cracks of the detonations were 
like lightning hitting a tree right beside him. Each booming blast 
made him flinch. The explosions being so close left his ears ringing. 

There was a brief moment of silence before another series of 
explosions, only there were more this time. All around the wallop of 
explosions shook the ground like a thunder and lightning storm gone 
crazy. The staggering concussions, one on top of another in rapid 
succession, sent shock waves ripping through the air. They shook the 
ground so powerfully that it made his head hurt. Dirt and small rocks 
rained down. 

Again there was a preciously brief pause in the deafening thumps, 
and then the thunderous explosions erupted again, coming so close on 
top of one another that it reminded him of the sound of canvas 
ripping. 

After the briefest of pauses, another series of explosions began, the 
echoing booms in a measured pace, one right after another, like some 
celestial blacksmith hammer raining down mighty blows on the anvil 
of the world. The very air shook with the power of those blows. 

Then Richard heard clattering against the rock over his head as a 
rain of debris began falling. Some of it struck the rock with astounding 
violence. Other sharp impacts sounded like the crack of a whip. Some 
of it sounded like it might fracture the rock over his head. 

And then pieces of wood began cascading down. Splinters of wood, 
some no bigger than sewing needles, pelted him while other pieces as 
big as oars crashed into the rock, bouncing back into the air to 
eventually come raining down all around. Richard saw that many of 
the pieces were covered in blood. Some even held skewered pieces of 
mangled flesh. 

He could hear tree limbs under great weight snap in rapid 
succession, then the sound of massive trunks fracturing as trees 


crashed down through the forest canopy. The colossal trees shook the 
ground when they hit. The rumbling sound of trees toppling to the 
ground boomed all around them. 

One of the enormous trunks smashed down with a jarring impact 
onto the rock they were cowering in. Richard thought that the rock 
might shatter from the blow. Instead, the impact of the great weight 
snapped the trunk in half above where Richard and Samantha 
crouched. Trees in the forest all around upended, ripping great limbs 
off as they fell. The ground shook with loud, booming blasts that 
reverberated through the woods. 

As the tumultuous explosions continued at an unabated pace, the 
detonations moved ever outward, ever farther away, the ground 
shaking with each powerful blow until it all joined together to feel 
like an earthquake. It felt powerful enough to bring down mountains. 

It seemed like it went on forever, but Richard knew that it had all 
happened in a mere moment in time, a thunderous, violent, 
murderous moment that had ripped through the forest with incredible 
brute force and merciless violence. 

Almost as soon as they had started, the explosions came to an 
abrupt end. 

Though the explosions stopped, trees continued to fall, each giant 
monarch snapping limbs of other trees on the way down, even 
splintering the trunks of neighbors that in turn were knocked over. 
Richard could hear the muffled sound of roots popping under the 
tremendous pressure as toppled trees fell against others. The ground 
shook with the impact when each one finally came to ground. 

Giant splinters still rained down for another long moment. Tree 
trunks cracked in long ripping splits before they came crashing down. 
Gradually, the noises of all the destruction came to an end as one last 
tree smashed down not far away, making the ground rumble. 

When the world finally went silent, Richard still didn’t move. He 
wasn’t sure he should, wasn’t sure it was really over. Samantha still 
had her hand protectively over his head, holding it down. 

Samantha slowly withdrew her hand. “Lord Rahl?” she asked in a 
soft voice choked with tears. “Are you still alive? Are you all right? 
Dear spirits, please be alive.” 

Richard blinked as he brought his head up. He had to push piles of 
bloody splintered wood off himself. There was so much debris piled 
into the narrow opening in the rock where he and Samantha hid that 
they were nearly buried. 

“Pm alive.” He rotated and bent his arms. “I think I’m all right. Are 
you?” 

He rocked his shoulders back and forth in order to squeeze himself 
out of the opening enough to turn and look back. Tears streamed 


down Samantha’s face. She looked more than miserable, more than 
merely exhausted. 

She managed a nod. “I think so.” 

Richard flicked his sword, shedding all the debris covering it, and 
then uncurled himself enough to stand up and take a quick look 
around to check for any threat from the half people, even though he 
truly didn’t expect to see anyone standing. He didn’t. 

It looked like the world of life had been blasted out of existence. 

The dense forest that had closed them in from overhead with a 
thick canopy that shut out the sky and daylight had been completely 
ripped open. Overhead, there was a large, open patch of sky, thickly 
overcast with leaden clouds. He could smell fresh, wet wood, as if 
from sawing logs. The scent of fresh wood was mixed with the 
gagging stench of blood. 

Off in every direction around them, not a single tree still stood. All 
around them the trees lay felled. 

Here and there a few grotesquely splintered trunks jutted from 
stumps. In other places toppled trees had pulled up mats of forest floor 
along with their broken roots. 

It was a scene of such mass destruction that it was hard for Richard 
to believe what he was seeing. Timber lay everywhere like hundreds 
of broken sticks cast to the ground by a giant. The patches of forest 
floor he could see between downed trees were covered with a deep 
layer of shattered, splintered wood, sticking up every which way in 
fragmented, spiked debris. 

Everywhere under tree trunks, enormous limbs, branches, and man- 
sized splinters, lay a carpet of bloody, shredded bodies. No one could 
have lived through such a fierce storm of fragmented splinters driven 
by so many violent explosions. 

Gazing out over the expanse of that destruction, Richard didn’t see 
a single movement. 

The half people caught in that violent rage of explosions had been 
torn to pieces. The pieces of bloody flesh he could see were 
unrecognizable. Most of what he saw looked like ground meat. 

Richard turned back to Samantha. She watched him from the 
darkness of that split in the rock, as if not sure whether she wanted to 
come out or not. 

Richard held his arms out to her in invitation. When he did, she 
sprang out of the narrow cleft in the rock and raced into his arms, 
finally giving in to sobs. 
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“Tt’s all right, Samantha,” he said softly as he smoothed her wild 
tangle of black hair, gently holding her head to his chest. “It’s all 
right. We’re safe.” 

She cried in racking sobs. 

He gently shushed her, letting her know that it was all right, that it 
was over, that she was safe, now. 

“Tm so sorry,” she sobbed. 

Richard frowned. “Sorry? Why would you be sorry?” 

“Because I almost got us killed.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

She looked up at him, her big dark eyes brimming with tears. “You 
brought me along because I said I could help you. I convinced you 
that you needed me, that it was important to take me because I’m 
gifted. 

“Then, when you needed me most, when everything was at risk, 
you told me what I needed to do. You even explained how to make 
the trees explode. You brought me along to help you, and when you 
told me what I needed to do and how to do it, I failed you. 

“You could have easily been killed any one of a hundred times 
fighting off those monsters while we tried to get away. I didn’t do 
anything to help you. 

“You are the one. I recognized that from the beginning, and I failed 
to do as I promised and as you asked of me. You were nearly killed. 
You are the one to save us all. It would have been my fault that the 
world of life ended. All because you told me what to do, and how to 
do it, and I didn’t do it.” 

Richard shook his head reassuringly. “Samantha, that’s not true. 
You were doing your best.” 

“No I wasn’t.” 

“What do you mean?” 

She hesitated, looking for the words. “I was afraid. I was afraid to 
do what you said. I was afraid that I’d mess it up, that I’d do it wrong, 
that I wouldn’t be able to do it good enough, and that I’d fail you, fail 
everyone. So I couldn’t do it. I tried, but I was afraid that Pd fail.” 

Richard smiled as he looked down at her, smoothing her hair. “You 


didn’t fail, Samantha.” He swept an arm out, gesturing around them. 
“You stopped the threat.” 

She wiped at her eyes and finally looked around, really looked 
around. She blinked, seeing the totality of it for the first time. 

“I did this?” 

“It wasn’t me,” Richard said. 

“Its just as you said,” she whispered, mostly to herself. “It would 
save us if I did what you told me.” 

“But you said you tried and couldn’t.” Richard was puzzled. She 
had tried—he’d seen her try—but she hadn’t been able to do it. “So 
why did it finally work?” 

Samantha stared off for a time, perhaps looking into her own 
visions as she seemed to search for the words to explain it. 

“When I was back in that hole,” she finally said, “shaking and 
terrified that I was going to die, that those unholy half people were 
going to drag me out of there, rip me apart with their teeth, and eat 
me alive, I suddenly thought of my mother.” 

“Your mother? What do you mean?” 

“She saw that happen to my father. That’s what they did to him. 
She saw those monsters, like a pack of wild animals, using their teeth 
to rip into the man she loved, the man I loved, and devour his flesh 
and blood. I could finally, truly, understand how horrified and afraid 
she must have been. 

“Then they took her. After murdering the man she loved, they took 
her. Can you imagine what she must have been thinking? How 
horrified, despairing, and afraid she must have been? 

“If she really is still alive, then you are her only hope of rescue. Pm 
her daughter, the one who loves her more than anything, who insisted 
on coming along because I’m supposed to be helping you so that you 
can get her away from these savages. You’re my mother’s only hope, 
her last hope, and there I was cowering in a hole, shaking from head 
to foot.” 

“You shouldn’t be ashamed of being afraid,” Richard offered in 
solace. “I was afraid, too.” 

She looked up. “You were?” 

“Of course. I can’t imagine not being afraid in such a situation. It’s a 
normal reaction of anyone with a soul. But I was also afraid because I 
was thinking that it was me who failed us, failed everyone depending 
on me.” 

She laid a hand, her tiny fingers, against his chest. 

“But you brought me to help you. You gave me the chance. Then, 
when we were attacked, you had the idea of how to get us out of such 
a tough spot and you told me what to do. You knew what was needed 
because you are the one. You even explained how it worked. I’m the 


one who failed.” 

Richard looked around at the scene of destruction. “I don’t think 
you failed at all, Samantha. In the end you didn’t give up. You 
redoubled your effort and then you did it. You protected me. You 
stopped the threat. That’s what matters.” 

She smiled with a bit of relief, if not pride, as she looked around 
with him. “When you told me about doing this, I didn’t know that it 
would do this much damage. I never imagined.” 

Richard turned more serious as he glanced across the expanse of 
destruction. “Well, I have to tell you, I never saw a sorceress create 
quite so much havoc. But you did what was needed. Anything less, I 
think, would have not been enough to save us.” 

She looked out where his gaze went across the leveled forest. “I 
never imagined I could do such a thing. I didn’t know the gift could be 
so destructive.” 

“Destruction in the cause of good is a glorious thing.” 

She smiled at such an odd sounding concept. 

“So,” he finally asked, “if you tried and couldn’t do it, then what 
happened? How were you suddenly able to do it?” 

“T got angry,” she said rather quietly, almost as if she were ashamed 
of it. 

“Angry?” 

She nodded. “I was back in the hole, thinking about how I was 
about to die, and then I thought of my mother, like I told you, about 
what had happened to her. That made me angry, angry at myself for 
failing myself, for failing her, for failing you, for failing everyone. I 
was so angry. 

“But mostly, more than being furious with myself, I was enraged at 
these half people, enraged that they would harm so good a man as my 
father, as so many others, as you. I was enraged at what they were 
doing, at what they want to do to everyone. Our souls are ours. What 
gives them the right to our souls?” 

“T don’t think they can really steal our souls, Samantha. Naja said as 
much.” 

“Yes but they want to. They intend to. They try to. That they can’t 
doesn’t really mean much if we’re dead. They murder innocent people 
to try to get their souls, and that’s what matters. 

“What makes them think they have the right to someone else’s soul, 
someone else’s life?” 

Richard could only shake his head. 

“T was so angry,” she said, “that it just sort of boiled over. I wanted 
more than anything to wipe them all out of the world of life. So, when 
I got that angry, trying to think of how to strike back at them for what 
they were doing, I latched on to what you told me to do with the 


trees. 

“T let that anger build toward the ones who were causing so much 
suffering and death. When I did that, I realized that I was beginning to 
feel the trees all around us.” 

“Feeling the trees?” Richard asked. 

“That’s right. I reached out to them with my mind, feeling where 
they all were, and I focused all that anger boiling over inside me into 
putting intense heat in a spot inside the trunks of those trees I could 
feel, just like you told me to do. I guess I couldn’t do it at first because 
I was only scared. I couldn’t really do it until I was angry.” 

Richard studied her big eyes a moment. 

“That’s how my gift works—through anger.” 

“Really?” 

He nodded. “I sometimes wish I was able to control my gift more so 
I could direct it to the tasks at hand, control it intentionally, but I’m 
afraid that as a war wizard my gift works differently than in others. 
It’s anger or intense need that summons my gift, gives it its power. 
Yours seems to work both ways—by intent and then also through 
anger.” 

She looked around again. “But even so, I never could have imagined 
that I would be able to do this. I never imagined that I could muster 
this much force, create this much destruction. It’s kind of, I don’t 
know ... frightening.” 

“T guess that you put the force into it that the task required, and the 
task was just. If you want to lift something light, it’s easy. Lifting 
something heavier takes more muscle. 

“I guess that in this case, anything less would have failed to do the 
job and evil would have won out. Your mind directed your gift to do 
what was needed, the same way you would use more muscle to lift 
something heavy. You don’t have to think about it, your mind and 
body simply adjust to the weight of the task. 

“I would guess that in this case, that’s what happened when you 
used your gift.” Richard gazed out across the open area. “And this is 
what was needed.” 

Still, the level of destruction was astounding and he could 
understand her apprehension at seeing what she had done. He had 
seen a number of things done by gifted people, but he didn’t think he 
had ever seen anything quite like this. 

He remembered the way Ester seemed to have a shadow of fear for 
Samantha. Samantha had even mentioned how people feared her and 
her relatives because they were gifted. That was certainly true enough 
with the gifted anywhere. Most people who couldn’t wield magic 
feared those who could. They feared the unknown, feared what the 
gifted might be able to do. 


Richard remembered when he first met Kahlan, how surprised he 
was when he learned how much people feared her. He had seen 
people, even queens, quake in her presence. A Confessor was in many 
ways much more frightening to people than an ordinary gifted person. 

A gifted person could take your life. A Confessor could take your 
mind. 

He guessed that, in essence, a Confessor could take your soul. 

In much the same way, ordinary people feared prophets. They 
feared what a prophet might see of their future. They feared what 
secret knowledge they might have of coming events. Because of that, 
while they feared prophets, they also wanted to know what prophecy 
foretold about coming events for them. 

Right before he had come to the Dark Lands to get Kahlan out of 
Jit’s clutches, Richard had a great deal of trouble back at the palace 
because visiting rulers, there for Cara’s wedding to Benjamin, wanted 
to know about prophecy. They thought Richard was hiding prophecy 
from them, that he didn’t trust them to hear it. For that reason, some 
of those leaders had abandoned him and the unity of the D’Haran 
Empire to throw the lot of their lands and people in with Hannis Arc, 
the head of Fajin Province, all for the promise of leadership guided by 
prophecy. 

While Hannis Arc was the ruler of the Dark Lands as part of Fajin 
Province, Richard ruled the D’Haran Empire, and the D’Haran Empire 
ruled Fajin Province. Hannis Arc and his followers appeared to want 
to break away from that alliance to instead follow prophecy. 

He glanced over at Samantha, lit by the heavy overcast of the now 
open sky. He was beginning to see her in a new light. 

He had thought she was an inexperienced sorceress who was only 
now beginning to come into her own. As he looked around at the 
destruction, he wondered if she was something more. 

He wondered about the role of Stroyza and the gifted living there. 
He wondered if Naja Moon’s people back in ancient times had left 
gifted in Stroyza to be more than mere sentinels meant to watch for 
the barrier failing. He wondered if they had a larger purpose than to 
warn others, as he had thought at first. 

As he scanned the massive destruction wrought by this small, frail- 
looking young woman, he began to wonder if those people in ancient 
times with such mysterious abilities had perhaps given the gifted here 
at Stroyza more than an explanation written in the language of 
Creation on their walls. 

He wondered if they had given them some ability to fight. Naja said 
that they didn’t have a way to end the threat, so they wouldn’t have 
been able to give such an ability to any of the gifted of Stroyza, but 
they might have at least been able to give them the ability to fight. 


Samantha had certainly demonstrated more resolve and strength 
than he would have expected. 

He wondered if she was perhaps intended to be more than a mere 
sentinel. 

He wondered if she was in fact a weapon left by the ancients. 

This day she had certainly proven herself to be so. 
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After retrieving his bow from the split in the rock that had protected 
them and hooking it back over his shoulder, Richard stepped to the 
edge of the rock outcropping where he and Samantha had been 
protected from the lethal storm of splintered trees. He used his foot to 
clear the thick covering of sharp, bloody fragments off the top part of 
a torso. There wasn’t a lot of it left, but there was enough to see that, 
like the others, it was clothed in little more than filthy rags. 

“These half people are different,” he said to himself. 

Samantha regarded the remains with revulsion. “Different? What 
are you talking about? What do you mean they’re different?” 

Having been deep in thought, Richard hadn’t realized that he’d said 
it out loud. He gestured out across the shattered landscape as he 
started out. 

“Well, look at them all,” he said, pointing here and there along the 
way toward the undamaged forest some distance off. 

Samantha hurried to stay close as she followed behind, glancing at 
each place he pointed. Along the way, as he walked through the ruin, 
he paused to point out a headless corpse. 

“See? They’re all dressed basically the same, like that one, there. 
They’re wearing little more than rags. It almost looks like they dug up 
corpses and stole their clothes.” 

“Disgusting,” she muttered. 

“The men who attacked me and Kahlan in the wagon were bigger 
than most of these people here.” 

“You mean those men who gave you those terrible bite wounds?” 

“That’s right. Those men were strong, well fed, and dressed in 
simple clothes that you and I would think of as normal. They were 
half people, intent on eating me to try to get my soul, but they didn’t 
dress much differently than the men in your village. 

“These people here are smaller, thinner, and a lot of them look 
sickly.” He gestured to a disembodied arm sticking up out of the 
rubble. It was covered with open sores and scabs. “Most of them look 
to be diseased, like that. They all appear ill fed. They look like they 
live like animals. 

“Besides the difference in size and apparent health, the men who 


attacked me talked. They sounded relatively intelligent. They thought 
through what had likely happened before they came across us and 
made plans for what they wanted to do.” 

“Plans? What do you mean? What kind of plans?” 

“They wanted to eat me on the spot to try to get my soul, but they 
were going to take Kahlan for later, possibly for her trade value.” He 
flicked a hand around, pointing out a head, a shoulder with an arm 
still attached, a few headless torsos, all of the torn remains peppered 
with everything from splinter-sized fragments to long, sharp spears of 
wood. “Did you ever hear any of these half people speak? Tell us to 
stop, anything like that?” 

“T only heard them growling and howling,” she said as she hugged 
her arms to herself. 

Richard nodded. “So, even though the men who attacked me at the 
wagon and these here are both half people who want to steal our 
souls, they’re considerably different.” 

Samantha pushed her tangle of black hair back out of her way as 
she looked around, stepping carefully among all the debris as she 
followed him. 

She frowned as she thought it over. “It seems odd that these half 
people would be so different.” 

“And then there were the bodies I saw,” Richard said as he sat 
sidesaddle on a fat, splintered fallen tree trunk and then swung his 
legs over. 

It was too big for Samantha, so she went around. “What bodies?” 
she asked. 

“Many of the half people who attacked us before I woke up were 
killed by the troops with us, and for all I know maybe by some kind of 
magic Zedd and Nicci managed to conjure. It was dark and I was only 
just waking up, but then, and later when Ester and the rest of them 
came to my rescue, I saw a number of bodies from what looked to me 
to have been a bloody battle. I only got a brief look, but from what I 
saw all of them looked the same, and they didn’t look at all like any of 
these half people here, or anything like the men who attacked me. I 
overheard the men say that they thought they were Shun-tuk.” 

“Shun-tuk? What do they look like?” she asked. 

“They wore little clothing. Some of them had trousers while others 
had only cloth wrapped around their waists. None of them had shirts, 
other than what I thought of as decorative vests covered with beads, 
charms, and talismans. 

“All of them, though, were smeared with what looked like a whitish 
ash. Their eyes were darkened with dirt, or soot, or something. The 
rest of their faces were covered with a milky colored substance, 
probably wood ash. Their heads were shaved. A few of them had tufts 


sticking up on the tops of their skulls. Those with the tufts of hair had 
what looked like beads and teeth and bones wrapped around it to 
make the tufts of hair stand straight up.” 

Samantha hugged her spindly arms to herself again. “That sounds 
frightening.” 

Richard nodded. “Warriors of all sorts try to make themselves look 
intimidating, and these Shun-tuk certainly looked the part.” 

“So then, you’re saying that all three of these different kinds of 
people, these sickly ones here in rags, the men dressed normal who 
attacked you, and the wild-looking, painted-up Shun-tuk are all half 
people.” 

“Right. All different, but all half people. The thing is, in Naja’s 
account, when she talked about the danger from the half people, she 
didn’t mention that they were different. She only said that Emperor 
Sulachan’s makers down in the Old World had created the half people 
to be used as weapons. Later, Naja’s people up here in the New World 
managed to collect them, along with the walking dead, and trap them 
all behind the barrier.” 

Samantha scrambled over a log to follow after him. “So then, what’s 
your point?” 

“My point is something has happened since they were locked 
behind the barrier and they are no longer the same.” 

Samantha looked puzzled. “Does it really make a difference for 
some reason?” 

Richard looked back over his shoulder and arched an eyebrow. 
“According to Naja some of them had the ability to use occult magic.” 

Her alarm showed in her expression. “These didn’t show any 
evidence of it.” 

Richard paused and looked back at her. “That’s what has me so 
concerned. Maybe these here are just the outliers, the scavengers. We 
might be talking about half people who have developed since Naja’s 
time, who are now more dangerous, who are even better at hunting 
those with souls than the half people were back in the great war, or 
than these dead ones here.” 

As they walked on through the rubble, Samantha’s only answer was 
a worried look. 

After a time, they made it to the edge of the site of the destruction 
and flattened trees. At the outer edge of the leveled forest a number of 
big trees leaned against others still standing in the forest beyond. 
From what Richard knew of wind-fallen trees, such tremendous 
weight leaning on other trees would cause some of them to eventually 
fall as well. The destruction in this part of the forest wasn’t yet over. It 
would continue for some time until the weaker trees finally fell. 
Eventually, this place would grow back over, but it was going to be a 


long time before the clearing filled in among the fallen bones of the 
old-growth trees. 

“Careful,” Richard said as he stepped around several smaller trees 
leaning outward, all resting against a forest giant. “If the branches 
holding those trees here were to give way, they could fall at any 
moment. Stay in my tracks and follow me until we’re safely back into 
the woods again.” 

Richard wove his way in among the destruction of damaged but 
standing trees, trying to avoid the ones that looked like they were in 
the most danger of falling, but he couldn’t avoid them all, because 
there were hundreds of partially fallen trees hanging precariously in 
branches of others. All of them were riddled with splinters, some as 
small as a finger, and some bigger than his leg. Many of the leaning 
trees were buckling along splits and would never survive. 

“So then it sounds like these Shun-tuk might be the ones who have 
our people,” she said after some thought. “How will we find them?” 

“From what the men were saying, the Shun-tuk live beyond the 
barrier in a distant land.” Richard carefully ducked under a partially 
uprooted tree that was pulling up a section of the forest floor. “The 
men were surprised that the Shun-tuk had traveled so far. From what I 
overheard them say, the Shun-tuk nation is vast.” 

“Great,” she muttered under her breath. “So, you’re saying that the 
half people who are likely holding your friends and my mother 
captive are going to be deep into the third kingdom.” 

“It seems likely,” Richard said as he entered the shadowy world of 
the forest. He gestured back toward the ruins of the woods. “I don’t 
think that these half people here would be the kind to take captives. I 
think if they caught someone they would eat them on the spot. The 
Shun-tuk seem to be different. They act out of larger motives.” 

“That means we need to look for the Shun-tuk, and when we find 
them we’ll face even bigger problems than we did here.” 

“Tm afraid so.” Once farther back into the dark shadows of the still 
forest, Richard paused and turned back to Samantha. “The part that 
worries me the most is the occult magic Naja says they have. It may 
have been growing stronger as they were locked away behind the 
barrier.” 

Her nose wrinkled with her frown. “Why would it grow stronger?” 

“Nature seeks balance.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Like all of nature, predators and prey seek balance. If there are too 
many rabbits, for example, more wolves will be born and they will 
have an ample food supply. Wolves will grow in number and cut down 
the overpopulation of rabbits. If there are too many wolves, then they 
overhunt the food source and they run out of prey. So, fewer wolves 


survive starvation. Then more rabbits are able to survive, and so on, 
as nature seeks balance.” 

“But that’s just with animals.” 

“All of nature seeks balance. Even within the wolf population, such 
as the balance between male and female. Additive Magic is balanced 
with Subtractive Magic. Free will is the balance to prophecy.” 

Samantha pushed some of her hair back from her face as she 
walked close behind him. “Well, that much of it makes sense, but 
what does balance have to do with occult magic?” 

“Occult powers may be the balance to the gift.” 

She stopped in her tracks and stared at him. “That’s a frightening 
thought.” 

“Td have to agree.” 

“But why would magic need balance?” 

“Maybe it has multiplied too much and nature is seeking to balance 
it by letting occult power grow.” 

Samantha tilted her head toward him a little. “So are we the 
hunters or the prey? Who’s hunting who?” 

“Good question,” Richard said before he turned back to the slightly 
open, low, mossy area that led back into the deeper woods. “The trail 
should be this way. It shouldn’t be far, and then we can make better 
time.” 
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Richard was right. Before long they picked up the remote forest trail. 
It was a dark burrow of exposed rocks and roots tunneling through the 
thick vegetation. Over the centuries it had seen only random, 
occasional travelers, but lately it served hordes of half people coming 
down it to hunt souls. Now it was cloaked in a threatening silence. 

Richard stood for a long moment, listening, watching, trying to pick 
up any sign that would indicate trouble. Samantha stood silently 
beside him, waiting for him to pass judgment. 

“You said before that the gifted people can sense others,” she 
whispered. When he nodded, she went on. “So, do you think you 
could explain it to me, like you explained how to make trees explode, 
so that I could help us by sensing if anyone is out there? I could at 
least try my best.” 

Richard pressed his lips tight in frustration. “I wish I could, but I’m 
afraid I don’t have any idea how they do it. I just know that they can. 
No one has ever explained it to me, like with the trees, so I can’t 
explain it to you.” 

She looked dejected at the news that she wouldn’t be able to learn 
the trick so she could help them. 

Richard laid his hand on her shoulder. “Come on. We’ll just have to 
find your mother and get her away from whoever has her, and then 
she can teach you how to do it.” 

Samantha returned the smile. “You seem to have a way of making 
me feel better, even right in the middle of a terrible situation.” 

“As long as we have choices in life and use our heads, there is 
always the possibility of turning around the worst situation.” 

Her smile widened a little. While he returned the smile, he was 
concerned because he could see the exhaustion in her eyes. She 
obviously didn’t want to admit how much it had taken out of her to 
do what she had done with the trees when back in that split in the 
rock. 

“Pm dead tired from fighting off the half people with my sword. 
How about you? You must be worn out from the effort of using your 
magic back there. I know that, for me, using any kind of magic is 
tiring, even the magic of my sword.” 


“Well,” she admitted, “I guess a little. But I won’t slow you down. I 
promise.” 

Richard pulled his pack off his shoulder and flipped back the flap. 
He dug around a moment until he found some dried meat. He pulled 
out two pieces and handed one to Samantha. 

“Here, chew on this as you walk. It will help build your strength 
back up.” 

Richard tore off a piece between his teeth. She took a bite of her 
own before following him as he started up the trail. 

He hated to use the trail because it was such an obvious ambush 
point. When there was this kind of manifest danger, he would much 
rather make his own way through the woods than follow the choke 
point of a trail. The problem was, cutting their own way through the 
woods any more than they needed to would slow them down 
considerably. They had a long way to go to reach what Samantha’s 
village knew as the north wall, and the trail went only part of the 
way. With every passing moment being a threat to the lives of those 
they were going to try to rescue, Richard knew they had no time to 
waste. 

The choice was a hard one, though. They couldn’t rescue anyone if 
they were killed on a trail by half people waiting in ambush. But on 
the other hand, Richard was terrified of being too late. Being a 
moment too late meant Kahlan would die, claimed by the touch of 
death lurking within her. He would soon follow her into the dark 
forever. It likely meant that untold numbers, if not the world of life 
itself, would die. 

Magda Searus and Merritt had told him that he had the power to 
save the world of life, or destroy it. If he made the wrong choice, and 
was killed in an ambush on the trail, then that might be the cause of 
the end of life that the first Confessor was talking about. If he didn’t 
take the trail, the delay might mean they lost their chance, and that 
could mean the end of all life as well. 

In the end, he reasoned that the half people who had been chasing 
them would probably have all been together. It didn’t seem likely that 
some of them would have hung back. They were driven by the lust for 
a soul, so it was reasonable to think that they were all dead back in 
the blasted forest. 

In light of all that, Richard chose to use the trail in order to make 
the best time they could. His sense of urgency was too well founded to 
ignore. Of course, he was well aware that other half people, different 
kinds of half people from other parts of the third kingdom, could very 
well come down the trail or be waiting in ambush. All the more 
reason to stay alert. 

Decision made, he forged ahead, determined to make the most of 


the time the trail saved them. The path through the woods was similar 
to secondary trails Richard knew back in Hartland. It wasn’t a well- 
groomed trail that made for swift travel, but it was still much easier 
than pushing their own way through virgin forest. It also wasn’t wide 
enough for them to walk side by side, so he led the way and Samantha 
followed, sometimes having to trot to keep up with his pace. Richard 
constantly scanned ahead and to the sides as he moved as quietly as 
possible. 

There were occasional wind-fallen trees that lay across the path that 
they had to climb over. Saplings grew in close at the side of the trail 
in places, making it a narrow green tunnel with branches and boughs 
continually slapping at their arms and legs. 

The leaden overcast, coupled with the thick forest canopy, 
conspired to make the tunneling pathway a dark and gloomy place. 
Off in the distance he occasionally heard the cries of birds or chatter 
from squirrels, but for the most part the woods were dead silent. Mist 
and drizzle combed out of the air by pine needles collected until the 
drops were heavy enough to drip down on them. 

For their lunch, Richard stopped only briefly to get a bite to eat. 
Samantha was looking somewhat better after having eaten the dried 
meat earlier, so he didn’t want to take any more time than necessary 
to catch their breath for a moment as they retrieved food and water 
from their packs. 

After the brief stop, they were quickly back on their way and 
walked the rest of the afternoon without seeing anyone or anything 
out of the ordinary. The journey through the forest was in a way 
comforting. It reminded him of his life growing up in the Hartland 
woods, and his time as a woods guide. It had been a time of peace and 
contentment, before he knew of any of the troubles of the wider 
world. 

He caught himself looking at all the various mosses growing on 
rocks, making them look like green pillows, and the places where it 
crept across the ground and grew up the bases of tree trunks. In some 
places he saw beautiful, delicate little white flowers. In a way, the 
flowers seemed out of place because the journey was fraught with 
such danger and anxiety that it didn’t seem like beauty belonged. He 
guessed that it was the balance to the lack of peace he was feeling. 

Samantha kept her hood up to help keep her hair from getting wet 
in the drizzle and random drops falling from trees above. She kept her 
head down as she hurried to keep up with him. He could see in her 
posture how tired she was, but she didn’t complain. He felt bad for 
setting such a swift pace, but it couldn’t be helped. He suspected that 
she was thinking of her mother, and didn’t mind the pace. 

When it started getting dark, Richard led them off the trail to find a 


place to sleep. He didn’t want to be anywhere that people—or half 
people—would likely come across them. He walked off the path for 
quite a ways, deliberately choosing the roughest terrain and the places 
with the thickest underbrush. People who went off trails to go through 
the woods almost always picked the easiest places to walk, so he 
wanted to go where it was least likely anyone might explore off the 
trail. 

He eventually found a secluded spot he liked in the crook of a rock 
cleft that rose up for thirty or forty feet. He surveyed the area for any 
signs of dangerous animals, including humans. He saw no indication 
that anyone had ever been in the spot. Richard and Samantha were 
likely the first people who had ever seen this place. He saw no caves 
where bears or wolves might den, and no snakes. 

With the light failing and the mist getting heavier, he swiftly cut 
some saplings and leaned them up against the rock. After having made 
a framework, he piled on pine and balsam boughs, and on top of that, 
brush to cover up the evidence of human construction. By that time it 
was nearly dark. 

“I wouldn’t know it was there even if I walked right by it,” 
Samantha said. 

“That’s the whole point,” Richard told her. “Ordinarily, in such a 
place I’d want to take turns standing watch, but I think this is hidden 
well enough. There is no evidence that anyone ever comes this way, 
so I think it’s more important that we both get a good sleep. We’re 
going to need it tomorrow.” 

She nodded. “I’m really tired. Sleep sounds good.” 

He gestured to the side of the lean-to structure. “Go on, then, go 
around there and get inside.” 

She looked puzzled. “Aren’t we going to have a fire to keep warm?” 

“Fires attract people. Even if you don’t see it, you can smell the 
smoke from a fire from a long way off. By itself, someone would 
almost have to fall on top of this shelter to know it’s here. But a fire 
would broadcast our position and let other people, especially half 
people, know that we’re here.” 

She looked around at the surrounding woods. “Oh. I guess that 
makes sense.” She glanced around again. “What about wild animals?” 

“Pm not worried. I have a gifted sorceress with me.” 

She smiled. “I guess you’re right.” 

“Tt won’t be too bad, you'll see. Go on, get inside.” 

She had to crawl on her hands and knees to get in under the leaning 
roof of the shelter. Richard followed her in, pulling a thick mat of pine 
branches over the opening. Inside it was snug, relatively dry, and 
nearly pitch black. He fished around blindly in his pack until he found 
the tin travel housing for a candle. 


He held it out and put her hand on it. “Here, can you use your gift 
to light this?” 

He saw a small spark in the darkness and a flame sprang up onto 
the candle wick. 

Richard hung the candle in front of them. “You can put your hands 
over it to warm them if you’re cold. It’s likely to get chilly tonight.” 

She frowned over at him. “Why don’t I just put some heat in a 
couple of rocks? Then we could hold them in our laps to keep warm.” 

“Oh,” Richard said. He hadn’t thought of doing that. “Well, that 
works, too.” 

He used his fingers to pull a rock the size of a loaf of bread up from 
the ground to the side and handed it to her. Samantha put her hands 
to either side of it for a moment. He saw her briefly close her eyes in 
concentration; then she handed it to him. The rock was toasty warm. 

“I guess you are coming in handy for something,” he said as he 
pulled up another rock for her to heat for herself. 

She let out a soft giggle. 

They picked some travel biscuits and dried fish out of their packs, 
along with some fresh nuts, and had a simple meal that was better 
than he expected, probably because he was so hungry he would have 
eaten just about anything. 

When they were done eating, Richard pulled off his cloak and laid it 
over both of them like a blanket. “This will help keep us warm. Sorry, 
but the woods aren’t the most comfortable place to sleep, especially in 
conditions such as this.” 

“T don’t care,” she said quietly. “I only care about getting there in 
time. I can sleep the rest of my life, after I get my mother out of the 
hands of those soulless, unholy half-dead monsters.” 

Richard agreed with her sentiment. 

He pulled his cloak up to their chins. Samantha leaned against him 
for warmth, putting her small hands around his biceps and locking her 
slender fingers together. She laid her head against his shoulder. 

Richard rested his right arm across his lap so that he could keep his 
hand on the hilt of his sword. That would make it a lot easier to 
respond in a hurry if he had to. 

He could heard Samantha’s soft, even breathing, along with the 
whisper of rain pattering against leaves. He was so exhausted that he 
started sinking into sleep almost immediately. 

His last thoughts were of Kahlan. 
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By late the next day they reached the place where the trail began to 
bear left, toward the west. The trail had taken them as far as it could. 
It was frustrating, because they had been making good time, but the 
trail was no longer headed north, so they were going to have to start 
making their way through uncharted forest toward the third kingdom. 

Richard scanned the edge of the forest along the side of the path, 
searching for the best area to take them through the woods, when he 
spotted a place that almost looked like a trail. A fresh trail. 

“This looks like a good place,” Samantha said as she pointed. “The 
way north looks more open through here.” 

“There’s a good reason for that.” He gestured to the trampled 
shrubs and broken twigs, the kicked up dirt, and the overturned moss. 
“Do you know what this is?” 

Samantha looked puzzled. “No.” 

“It looks to me like the place used by all those half people traveling 
down here from the third kingdom. Look up in there at how someone 
dragged their feet along the ground.” He pointed to another spot. 
“Looks like someone stumbled there and broke that branch. They 
walked without paying any attention to what they stepped on. There, 
they trampled those mushrooms. Back in there a lot of the ferns are 
broken. 

“This is not the way a regular traveler walks. This is the way 
careless people who know little about traveling, or the woods, would 
walk. It looks to me the way those half people who tried to ambush us 
would walk. This is probably where they came down from the north.” 

“Really?” she asked. She looked up at him. “Then all we have to do 
is follow this and it will lead us right to where we’re going. It will lead 
us right to the barrier, to those open gates in the north wall.” 

“No,” he said, “if we follow this new trail we are liable to run into 
more half people coming down from the third kingdom to hunt for 
people with souls. Those dead half people back there aren’t the only 
ones. The others are likely to be different, like the men who attacked 
me, or the Shun-tuk. They’re smarter. We don’t want to run into that 
sort if we don’t have to.” 

She took a step back, as if the place was suddenly threatening. “I 


guess it isn’t such a good idea, then.” 

With a hand on her shoulder, Richard turned her to the left. “We’ll 
go on a little ways farther up the trail and then turn north through the 
woods to go parallel with this route taken by the half people. I want to 
stay far enough away from it that if there are more half people coming 
south by this same route, they won’t hear us. 

“At the same time, by staying close enough, then from time to time 
I can check on this trail they made so that I can make sure we’re going 
to the place they came from. That way it will help lead us where we’re 
heading, right to the third kingdom, but we won’t be as likely to run 
into trouble. 

“It shouldn’t be too difficult to keep track of this route they’ve made 
trudging through the woods. From the looks of it they were simply 
taking the route that was the easiest because of the lay of the land. I 
can do the same thing, but stay off to the side so we don’t accidentally 
run across their trail at the wrong time.” 

She made a face. “How do you know all this stuff?” 

Richard shrugged. “I’ve been doing this all my life, since I was 
younger than you.” 

After following the established trail on for some distance, Richard 
finally judged it far enough away from the path made by the half 
people to be safe, so he turned north into the woods. He regretted 
having to leave the trail, even as rough as it had been, and make their 
own trail through uncharted forest, but it was something that he was 
experienced doing. Because of his experience, he knew how to select 
the best route to take through the dense woods. 

For a time as they traveled north they were able to follow a deer 
trail, but it eventually veered off and they had to plunge back into the 
thick of the woods. In several places they had to climb rock ridges to 
avoid taking time and trouble to find a way around. Once, they had to 
backtrack when Richard abruptly found himself at the edge of a cliff 
that would be too dangerous to climb down. 

When nightfall came, Richard again found a well-hidden spot, 
where he built them another small shelter for the night. The drizzle 
had picked up as darkness closed in. They had managed to complete 
the shelter in time to keep themselves mostly dry. He was sore from 
sleeping sitting up the night before, but he was tired and his hip 
sockets ached from the long day of hiking though dense woods, so he 
was happy for any rest he would able to get. Like the previous night, 
he and Samantha huddled close for warmth and fell asleep quickly. 

The next morning dawned cool and humid but at least the drizzle 
had stopped. That didn’t mean a lot, though, because both the 
humidity and the previous night’s drizzle and fog had left everything 
inside their shelter damp or dripping. Droplets of water dotted his 


cloak and ran off it in little rivulets when he took it off them and gave 
it a brief shake. 

It was even more uncomfortable when they emerged from the 
warmth of the little shelter. It was a disagreeable feeling to see that it 
was another gloomy day. Richard was getting sick and tired of the 
endless dark days under a constant, heavy overcast. He wished for a 
sunny day that would dry everything out. He was beginning to see 
why it was called the Dark Lands. It was a dark and depressing 
wilderness. 

They had a quick meal of sausages and travel biscuits along with a 
few slices of dried apples. After packing up, they were quickly on their 
way. Before long, they came upon a small brook that made travel 
through the dense undergrowth a great deal easier. As they walked, 
Richard checked the burbling, clear water for any sign of fish, but he 
didn’t see any. 

After an hour of walking along the rocky bank of the brook, he 
decided to scout to make sure that they weren’t too close to the half 
people’s haphazard trail. Richard had Samantha crouch down between 
a rock and several small spruce trees where she was well hidden and 
could wait while he went off to scout. The trail the half people had 
made meandered aimlessly at times, so he wanted to make certain 
that they were still distant enough from it that they would be safe. 

The trail turned out to be a goodly distance. Richard checked but 
didn’t see any sign that there had been anyone on the trail overnight. 
Happy after he saw that they weren’t too close to it, they were able to 
move on, using the brook as a path through the woods. 

Mostly cedars grew along the sides of the brook, with a luscious 
carpet of moss covering the banks in places. The brook created a bit of 
an opening through the forest, so they were able to make better time. 
The moss growing in thick beds made for soft walking, but what 
Richard liked most about it was that it made their progress almost 
silent, while the running water of the brook also helped cover any 
sound they might make. Silence was safety because even if there were 
half people about, if they couldn’t hear Richard and Samantha passing 
nearby then they wouldn’t come after them. 

Rounding a turn where the brook went around a rock outcropping, 
they came suddenly on a man kneeling beside the brook, scooping up 
water in his hands for a drink. He hadn’t heard them walking 
upstream on the mossy banks. He looked up from his cupped hands, 
water leaking through his fingers, surprised to see Richard and 
Samantha as they came around the rock. He was dressed better than 
the half people that Samantha had killed, and had a huskier build, like 
the men who had attacked Richard at the wagon. 

Richard wasn’t as surprised as the man, because this possibility had 


always been in the back of his mind. Richard knew that with the new 
trail so well used by the half people, it was possible that some of them 
might wander off that trail, so he had been on the lookout. Still, it was 
an unpleasant jolt to suddenly come upon someone after having the 
woods all to themselves for so long. 

The man, at first frozen in surprise, quickly recovered from his 
shock. His eyes immediately filled with the kind of savage hunger any 
predator had at seeing prey unexpectedly appear within reach. 

The man sprang up in a full charge. He bared his teeth with a growl 
as he lunged at Richard. As he raced in, the man reached out to tackle 
his prey. 

Richard had been ready and, rather than meeting the threat 
directly, dodged to the side at the last possible instant. Richard threw 
an arm around the man’s neck as he fell past and put a choke hold on 
him to keep him from crying out for help. 

The man struggled, reaching back to claw at Richard, trying to get 
to his face, to gouge out his eyes. The man’s teeth were bared, but he 
couldn’t get a bite of flesh. Richard lifted the brawny man while 
putting pressure on the sides of his neck to cut off the blood supply. 

The man’s struggles slackened as he quickly grew weak. 

“Who are you?” Richard asked. 

The man only growled, even as he did his best to keep his eyes 
open. 

“How far to the north wall?” Richard asked. 

Drool ran from the corners of the man’s mouth as he gasped for 
breath, as he fought to remain conscious and at the same time fight 
back. 

“How far,” Richard asked again through gritted teeth. 

“A day away, maybe.” 

“And the Shun-tuk? How far to their land once beyond the north 
wall?” 

When the man didn’t answer, Richard increased the pressure. The 
man’s eyes bulged. His tongue bulged from his mouth as his face 
turned red. 

“How far is the kingdom of the Shun-tuk?” Richard asked again in a 
dangerously calm voice. 

“Don’t know ... never been that far. I’m not that stupid.” 

“How far?” 

“Days. A few days more. But they will catch you, eat your flesh, and 
drink your blood. They will have your soul.” 

“You can’t gain someone’s soul by drinking their blood or by eating 
them. There is no way to get someone else’s soul. It’s not possible.” 

The man struggled even harder, trying with renewed fury to reach 
back and get hold of something. He couldn’t. Richard wasn’t taking 


any chances and twisted harder to make his point. 

“Lie!” the man gasped, red-faced from lack of air. “You want to 
keep it for yourself. All of you with souls are greedy. You soil the 
world with your nature. We will have your souls. We deserve them. 
We will have all of your souls!” 

Samantha stepped up before the man’s face, regarding him calmly. 
“How do you figure you deserve our souls? What gives you the right?” 

Richard had him tightly by the neck, but the man’s glare turned up 
to Samantha. He gave her an evil, lustful grin. 

“We will eat your warm flesh and drink your warm blood and have 
your souls. We will rule the world of life.” 

Richard twisted until the man cried out. “Are you with anyone 
else?” 

“No!” 

“Good,” Richard said under his breath as he snapped the man’s 
neck. 

As Richard let the dead weight slip to the ground, he gestured to 
Samantha. “Let’s get going. Better that we are away from here in case 
others of his kind find him.” 
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Richard was exhausted after a day of difficult travel over rough 
terrain. The farther north they went, the more uneven the ground 
became, and the darker and gloomier. At times the clouds were so low 
that the tops of the trees vanished in the gray overcast. 

It was tiring to climb up steep, rocky rises only to have to descend 
the far side, and then do it all over again when the next steep ascent 
appeared through the trees. It was made worse in places by stretches 
of brush so dense that it was tiring to get through it and it bogged 
down their progress. In other places they encountered underbrush 
with tangled layers of thorny vines that were impassable and had to 
be skirted. 

Richard hadn’t slept well the night before, after talking with the 
soulless man they found drinking at the brook who wanted to eat 
them alive. Richard wished he could have killed the man twice. 

Samantha looked tired as well. She had been uncharacteristically 
quiet the night before and then all day as they trudged through the 
trackless forests of the Dark Lands. When Richard had asked if she was 
all right, she’d said that it had unnerved her to hear such an evil man 
say such terrible things—to have him look her in the eye and tell her 
that he wanted to eat her warm flesh, drink her blood, and take her 
soul. 

Richard knew that what probably unnerved her the most was 
knowing that others with the same sentiment had murdered her father 
and were likely holding her mother captive. 

At least, he hoped they were still holding her mother captive, and 
that they hadn’t harmed her. Richard hoped that Zedd and Nicci and 
Cara and Benjamin and the rest of the soldiers were all still alive as 
well, and that they hadn’t been slaughtered. He knew what a dim 
hope that really was, though. It had to be terrifying to be in the hands 
of such merciless cannibals. He couldn’t help being constantly haunted 
by fear for their safety. That fear kept him pushing forward as swiftly 
as he could. 

Besides wanting to rescue his friends—to save the lives of those 
people he loved and cared about—he always had in the back of his 
mind that the only way to save Kahlan’s life as well was to get her 


back to the containment field at the People’s Palace along with Zedd 
and Nicci so that they could remove the Hedge Maid’s touch of death. 

Richard glanced around when he noticed that the woods were 
growing darker all the time. It was still only late in the afternoon, not 
yet late enough for it to be getting dark. He looked up from time to 
time but the dense forest canopy was closed in so tightly overhead 
that he couldn’t see any sky, so he couldn’t tell how cloudy it was. He 
felt warm even though there was still a cold mist. 

Moving along a narrow, marshy low area, Richard went to a knee. 
Overwhelmed with how weary he felt, how exhausted, he couldn’t 
seem to take another step. He had to stop, had to pause to rest a 
moment. 

“Lord Rahl, what is it?” Samantha asked as she rushed to his side. 
“What’s wrong?” 

Richard pulled a deep breath as his head hung. “I’m just so tired, 
that’s all.” He dismissed it with a gesture. “It’s nothing. It’s just that 
it’s been hard traveling and I didn’t sleep well....” 

Samantha laid her small hand against his forehead. “You have a 
fever.” 

He wasn’t at all surprised. “Feels like it.” 

She pushed against the front of his shoulder with one hand while 
gesturing with the other. “Here, sit back on that rock for a minute.” 

Richard looked around behind and then sat back on the leaf- 
covered rock she was pointing to. Samantha stood in front of him, her 
face almost even with his. She pressed her fingertips to his temples. 
He could feel the slight but familiar tingle of magic. 

She finally pulled her hands back. “It’s the darkness in you,” she 
told him in a quiet voice. “The touch of death. It’s what the Mother 
Confessor has in her, too. It’s the same dark evil that is trying to claim 
you both. It’s getting worse, as I told you would happen.” 

“You did,” Richard said as he nodded. “Is there anything you can 
do?” 

She was a long moment in answering. “I’m sorry, Lord Rahl. I’ve 
already healed you all I can. I wish I knew more about healing. I wish 
I knew of some trick or something to help, but I don’t. It will take 
your grandfather now if you and the Mother Confessor are to be truly 
helped.” 

“What if you try to use the gift to strengthen me, rather than 
healing me?” 

She thought it over and then put her fingertips to his temples. He 
again felt the warm tingle of her gift. He could hear birds in the 
distance, and feel a soft breath of damp air on his face. Inside him, he 
could feel the warm glow of magic. He felt the familiar suspension of 
time in the grip of that magic. 


She removed her hands. “Did it help?” 

Richard stood and rolled his shoulders, trying to sense if he felt 
stronger. At least he was able to stand. 

“T think it helped. I do feel a little stronger. Thank you.” 

“I wish it was more, Lord Rahl, but I’m afraid that it isn’t the real 
solution you need, just a temporary boost. Rest would help more until 
you can be healed properly.” 

He nodded and managed a small smile to reassure her. “I think I 
can walk, now. Let’s get going. Getting more rest will have to wait.” 

Richard forced himself to move despite how much he wanted to 
slow down or stop to rest. He knew, somewhere deep down inside, 
that if he gave up and lay down, he would die, much the way people 
caught in winter storms would get tired, lie down, and go to sleep, 
and never to rise again. 

When he died, he told himself, he would have all eternity to rest. If 
he wanted to live, if he wanted others to live, it was going to take 
effort. 

As they came to the top of each new rise he wished that he could 
see through the dense green leaves, pine boughs, and dark shadows 
among the endless tree trunks to what lay beyond. He wished he could 
get to a vantage point so he could see how much farther, but there 
was no such vantage point in the endless, dark, forbidding forest. 

As he walked, he glanced up at a tree, thinking that if he climbed 
up high, he might possibly get a view of what was ahead. But he 
didn’t have the energy to spare, much less the time, to go climbing 
trees. He supposed that he knew where he was going, and he knew 
that they were going in the right direction, so he simply needed to put 
one foot in front of another and they would eventually get there. 
Looking out from a high vantage point wouldn’t get them there any 
faster. 

As the day wore on, he realized it was getting a little brighter. At 
first he thought the overcast might be breaking up, but then, coming 
over a rise, through an opening in the thick layers of limbs, he finally 
saw a patch of light. 

He trotted toward a narrow opening in the trees and in the misty 
distance was rewarded with his first glimpse of the barrier. He had 
been impatient to get to it for days, and now, suddenly seeing it, he 
was stunned. He stopped dead in his tracks and stared. Samantha 
stood beside him, staring as well. 
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Richard and Samantha stood with their backs to the dark woods, 
staring out into the gray light of a heavily overcast day at the 
enormity of the structure standing before them. 

There was no way to see the ancient power invested in this wall to 
make it a barrier keeping evil contained. But what he could see—the 
wall itself—was a physical barrier of staggering proportions. It had 
looked big when he had seen it through the viewing port back at 
Stroyza, but seeing it up closer, seeing the sheer size of it, was bone- 
chilling. 

Despite the strength and size of the physical barrier itself, and the 
power of spells cast by wizards with abilities Richard couldn’t entirely 
imagine, whatever was on the other side had still managed to escape. 

From where they stood in a small clearing among a bed of 
cinnamon ferns and scraggly holly oak that gave them a broken view 
off through the pines standing guard at the edge of the forest, Richard 
could see that they were still some distance off to the side of where 
the opening would be, which was what he had wanted so as not to 
encounter any half people coming south through those gates from the 
third kingdom beyond. He wanted to remain hidden to give him an 
opportunity to survey the area. 

“Come on,” he said to Samantha as he started out again. 

He moved more quickly now that he knew for sure that they had 
finally reached the wall. Samantha had to trot to keep up with his 
long strides. Even as he put more effort into moving quickly, he still 
kept a wary eye on the surrounding countryside for any sign of 
trouble. He didn’t want to be surprised and find himself unexpectedly 
having to fight off a forest full of half people. 

“What are we going to do when we get there?” Samantha asked, 
breathless from the effort of keeping up with him. 

“Pm not exactly sure, yet. First, we have to get through the gates. 
After that we need to keep heading north until we find the land of the 
Shun-tuk.” 

“Then what?” 

Richard frowned back over his shoulder. “Then we rescue our 
people being held captive there.” 


“How are we going to do that?” 

Richard carefully danced across rocks to cross a small, slow-moving 
stream. “I wish I knew. We’ll have to look over the situation once we 
get there, then we can start to figure out a plan.” 

“Maybe I can use magic to help somehow. You know, create a 
distraction, or something.” 

“Or something,” Richard said. 

At first animated now that they were close, Samantha fell to silent 
worry. She finally got around to the heart of her concern. 

“Lord Rahl, you know the way Jit held you captive?” 

Richard pushed a low pine bough aside, holding it out of the way to 
let her pass. “You mean the way she had us bound up in all those 
thorny vines?” 

Samantha nodded as she ducked under the bough he held out of her 
way. “Well, what if they’re doing that to all the people we’re going in 
there to save?” 

Richard’s brow drew together. “I don’t know what you’re getting at. 
Do you mean what will we do if they have all of them tangled up in 
thorn vines?” 

“Not exactly.” She peeked around her mat of black hair to look over 
at him. “You know what they were doing to the Mother Confessor? 
What they were going to do to you?” 

It suddenly dawned on him what she was getting at. “Oh. You mean 
the way they cut Kahlan and were bleeding her.” 

“That’s right. You said they were draining her blood and collecting 
it in bowls and then feeding it to Jit.” 

Richard half turned to her as he marched among the towering trees, 
his mood darkening. “Go on.” 

“They were bleeding her, Lord Rahl. They would have done that to 
you had you not managed to kill Jit and escape. Jit was collecting and 
drinking the Mother Confessor’s blood, the same as she did with all 
her victims.” 

Richard came to a stop. “What’s your point?” 

“Remember what that man back at the brook said before you killed 
him? He said that he wanted to drink my warm blood. Naja spoke of 
them drinking every drop of blood, thinking that a soul might be in 
the blood and trying to escape. See what I mean? They think that the 
soul inhabits a living person and that it can escape. So, they drink 
people’s blood, hoping that they will capture the soul as it tries to 
escape.” 

“So you're wondering if the Shun-tuk, unlike the other half people 
you killed back in the forest, have evolved even more to think of 
blood as the ‘lifeblood’ of a person, that it’s the stuff of a person’s soul, 
and maybe they want captives in order to bleed them in an attempt to 


drain out the soul and drink it in themselves.” 

Samantha shrugged her small shoulders. “I don’t know. Maybe. 
After all, Jit was from the third kingdom, so maybe what she was 
doing to the Mother Confessor tells us something about what the 
people there are like and how they think. That man seemed to feel 
that same way, even if the ones I killed back in the woods were more 
wild about wanting to eat us.” 

Richard hadn’t thought of it that way. “I suppose it’s possible.” 

“My mother said that she should have realized that Jit being in the 
swamp was a sign that she was one of the first to have escaped from 
behind the north wall. She said that she should have recognized it as 
one of the first indications that the north wall was failing. 

“What if Jit is also a good indication of the way these half people 
think and what they do? What if the Shun-tuk wanted captives to keep 
for their blood, like we keep animals for their milk. What if they have 
those people imprisoned in order to drain them of their blood, 
thinking that fresh, warm blood is the way for them to gain their 
soul.” 

“That does make some sense,” Richard said with a sigh, “but then 
why would they seem to be more interested in taking the gifted 
captive?” 

Samantha didn’t have a ready answer. 

“Unless they think the blood of the gifted has some special quality,” 
Richard said, following along with her line of reasoning. “Of course, 
they might have a more sinister reason for wanting to take the gifted 
captive.” 

“A more sinister reason? Like what?” 

Richard considered it in brooding silence as he made his way past 
branches and boughs on his way toward the gray light out ahead. “I 
don’t know. It could be something more complex. The main thing, 
though, is that the exact reason is really a secondary consideration. 
What really matters the most right now is the solution, not the 
problem. If the Shun-tuk do have them, and if our people are alive, we 
have to get them out of there. That’s what matters.” 

Almost as soon as he said it, the forest began to grow lighter. In a 
few dozen more steps they emerged from the oppressive greenery on 
the edge of a small ridge that provided an opening in the forest, 
allowing them an expansive view. 

They were face-to-face with an immense, towering wall. 
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Richard put his arm out, stopping Samantha from stepping too far out 
of the woods into the open, where he feared they might be spotted. 
She stood beside him, silently gazing at the sight. 

From the edge of the slight ridge they had a good view through the 
opening in the trees. The were looking down somewhat on a wall that 
rose up from the forest floor, up well past the tallest trees, so that they 
had to turn their heads up to see the top. The wall made the towering 
old-growth trees look like they were nothing more than saplings. 

“From seeing it through the portal, I always knew it was big,” 
Samantha said, “but I still never realized that it was this big. Until 
you’re standing here in front of it, you don’t really know its true size.” 

Richard understood what she meant. Sometimes, when the scale of 
something was so far out of the ordinary, or so far outside your frame 
of reference, so much larger than anything you’d ever seen before, and 
viewed from so far away, it was hard to comprehend its true size. Up 
close, such monumental sights often seemed even more 
incomprehensible. 

The stone wall seemed impossibly high, even to Richard, and he 
had seen a number of spectacular sights, both natural and man-made. 
It made him a bit dizzy just looking at the size of the soaring stone 
face of the wall. 

The wall stretched left and right to where it ended in the distance 
against enormous cliffs soaring upward as high as any mountains he 
had ever seen. High up, past broken clouds, he could see patches of 
snow lying on the steep rises. Another layer of clouds higher up, 
above the ragged shreds of clouds drifting by lower down, obscured 
the tops of the mountains so that he wasn’t even seeing the mountain 
peaks and thus their full height. 

The wall standing before them was constructed of stones of 
different sizes and shapes, all fit precisely together like a complex 
puzzle. All the edges looked to be in solid contact with every part of 
each block locked in around them. He didn’t see any spot where so 
much as a piece of paper could have been pushed between the tightly 
fit blocks of stone. The wall appeared to have been constructed 
without mortar, with the exacting fit and enormous weight locking it 


all tightly together. It was as perfectly built a wall as Richard had ever 
seen. He had seen a number of spectacular man-made structures, but 
this one was remarkable in its singular simplicity and sheer scale. 

Down the slope, off to the right, Richard could see the opening in 
the wall where the gates stood. There was a structure over the 
opening for the gates that he remembered seeing from the viewing 
port. 

He didn’t see anyone anywhere. There were no people down in the 
area in front of the wall, no one watching from atop the wall, and no 
one coming and going through the open gates. It seemed odd to him 
that after thousands of years of the wall standing as an impenetrable 
barrier, now that the gates were open the area around them would be 
so deserted. 

He wondered for a brief moment if all the half people from the 
third kingdom had already poured out of those gates to go south into 
the world of life, seeking souls they believed were there for the taking. 
He didn’t know what their motives would be—to stay near their 
homes, or now that they were free to go on a rampage out into the 
world, to gorge themselves on flesh and blood. 

For a time, Richard stood silently watching as he felt the cool 
speckles of mist on his face. He checked all along the top of the wall, 
trying to see if there was anyone watching them, if any guards looked 
out from time to time. It was impossible to tell for sure, of course, but 
he didn’t see anyone. He didn’t know if they might have some kind of 
small openings for looking out. Although, what would be the purpose? 
The wall was there to keep them in, not for defense. 

He thought that it could be that all those who wanted to leave had 
already left, and those who didn’t had stayed back to the north, where 
they had lived for millennia. It was also possible that they only left at 
certain times, hunted, and then returned to the safety of their 
kingdom, like bats that emerged at nightfall to feed on blood. 

What he wondered most, though, was how he and Samantha were 
going to get in without being spotted out in the open. There was 
certainly no hope of scaling the wall. The outside of it looked to be 
too smooth for them to get a handhold or foothold anywhere. Of 
course, closer up he might find that there were small handholds in 
between the stones, but he doubted it. More importantly, even if they 
could scale the wall they would be exposed and out in the open for a 
long time and could easily be picked off with arrows. Possible or not, 
Richard discounted the practicality of climbing the wall. 

The mountains to either side looked even more formidable. 
Mountains offered better opportunities for climbing than the smooth 
wall looked to provide, but still, the cliffs appeared incredibly difficult 
if not impossible for him and Samantha to scale, especially in the wet. 


Besides, the cliffs, too, would leave them out in the open and exposed 
for far too long. 

Richard knew, too, that Naja’s people would not have put the 
barrier here if there was an easy way over or around the mountains. 
Certainly the barrier spells would be the primary means to keep the 
threat contained, but like the wall, the mountains also presented a 
formidable barrier once the spells began to weaken. Climbing those 
mountains was no more a realistic option than climbing the wall. 

Besides, the reason he was looking for a way in without having to 
go through the gates was to stay out of the open so they wouldn’t be 
spotted. Scaling either the walls or the cliffs wouldn’t get them in 
without being seen. 

Surprise was their greatest weapon. He didn’t want to give it up 
without a very good reason. 

He wished he had a dragon handy to fly them in over the imposing 
wall filling the gap between the mountains, but it had been a very 
long time since he had seen a dragon. 

That left the gates as the only realistic way into the third kingdom. 

As Richard stood gazing at the enormity of the wall, he realized 
that what he was actually seeing was the physical manifestation of 
how much the people back in Naja’s time feared what was beyond 
that wall. That was not a comforting thought. He knew that there was 
no choice, so he deliberately pushed the thought aside and went back 
to thinking of solutions. 

“Let’s make our way down closer to the gates,” he said in a quiet 
voice so that his voice wouldn’t carry. “We need to get a better look.” 
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“And what if there are people down there, near the gates? What if 
there are guards standing watch?” 

“T can’t imagine there would be guards,” Richard said. “After all, 
the barrier was built to keep the half people in, not to keep us out. 
Why would anyone want to go in there? They’d be slaughtered. 

“The half people obviously want out so they can hunt souls. So why 
would they have guards?” 

Samantha shrugged. “I don’t know. But what if there are homes or 
buildings right inside, a village or town of some kind, and the half 
people there would—” 

“Samantha,” he said in a quiet voice, cutting her off to get her to 
stop talking. “Let’s not invent problems. We have enough real ones to 
solve. Let’s first take a look and see what we’re facing, then we can 
decide what we need to do. All right? 

“Keep in mind, too, that this wall was not built to be a fortress wall. 
In many ways, as enormous as it is, it’s only symbolic. The real barrier 
was the gravity spells and the barrier spells keeping evil on the other 
side. Those spells are what kept the half people and the walking dead 
behind the wall for thousands of years. 

“If that weren’t so, then over all this great expanse of time they 
could have cut through the wall, or dismantled it, or tunneled under 
it, or something, wouldn’t you think? If someone can put something 
together, then someone else can always find a way to take it apart. 
Especially given enough time and motivation. The half people had 
both. 

“That means it’s the spells that matter, not the stone or the gates. 
The spells are the barrier, not the wall. Those spells are what would 
be of concern to anyone inside, not the stone or the gates. That works 
in our favor.” 

“How?” 

“Because it likely means they don’t care about the gates. Why 
would they? The gates wouldn’t hold any real significance to them 
except as a passage for them to get out into the world of life.” 

Richard started making his way down the slope, staying in among 
the denser growth of trees and using the shadows and foliage for cover 


as best he could. Since he now knew precisely where he was going, he 
could cut through the dense woods to remain hidden in case anyone 
was watching. 

The forest was strangely quiet. He was used to being in the woods 
and, night or day, there being signs of life and activity, but these 
ancient stands of trees seemed forlorn and empty. He had no way of 
knowing if that was out of the ordinary. Animals could sense things 
that humans couldn’t, so it was possible that such powerful magic had 
discouraged animals from living in the area near the wall. 

Either that, or something else, some threat, had frightened them 
into silence. That was the possibility that worried him and kept him 
on high alert. 

As he moved downhill, ever closer to the gates, he stopped 
periodically to peer out from behind the cover of the trees, checking 
for anyone. He still saw no one, no movement of any kind. The world 
felt so eerily empty outside the wall that in a way he wished he would 
see someone. 

As they moved steadily down the slope, down lower toward the 
level of the ground outside the gates, the wall soaring up above them 
seemed even more impressive. To Richard, the enormity of the wall 
seemed a tangible representation of how much people in ancient times 
feared what was on the other side. 

Richard paused. Something out of the corner of his eye caught his 
attention. He thought he saw lightning, or some kind of light, flicker 
from beyond the gates, but as soon as he focused his attention toward 
the gates, it was gone. 

He carefully scanned the area around them before starting out 
again. He wished he could climb a tree to have a look over the wall to 
see what danger might lie beyond, but the trees, despite how huge 
they were, didn’t begin to reach the top of the wall. The only thing he 
could do was to keep moving toward the gates so that he could look 
in. 

Coming down the hill, he began to see that there was no road, 
clearing, or even a path outside the open gates. That made sense, of 
course. No one had gone in or out of it for thousands of years. 

He could see, though, that the bushes, small trees, ferns, and grasses 
in that area had been trampled by heavy foot traffic, most likely from 
all the half people leaving. The ones who had attacked him and 
Samantha had probably come this way not long ago. There were also 
the men who had attacked him and Kahlan at the wagon. There might 
have been a lot of others like them who had come out through the 
gates. 

And then there were the Shun-tuk who had attacked Zedd, Cara, 
and the others. Those Shun-tuk had obviously come out through the 


gates. From all indications, though, it looked like they probably took 
their captives back to their own land. 

Richard wished he could remember better what he had heard as he 
woke up. 

He had no way of knowing what other nations or groups of people 
might be living in the third kingdom beyond the wall, living in a land 
where life and death existed together. There could be vast numbers of 
half people of all sorts, just as in all the various lands of the world of 
life. 

As they finally reached the ground down by the gates, Richard led 
them closer to the wall, but stayed in the shadow of the woods where 
possible as they worked their way closer. The gates opened out, so 
that also helped provide some cover. 

“Stay there, behind the trees, while I get a closer look,” he 
whispered to Samantha. 

She nodded and quickly moved back into the shadows of young 
maples and spruce growing in an area of windfall pine that had 
opened the forest canopy. 

The gates themselves were impossibly tall. They were considerably 
taller than the tallest pines in the surrounding forest. As he got closer, 
he thought that they looked more like movable walls than real gates. 
He supposed that made sense. They weren’t designed, after all, to 
open and close regularly. It was most likely that the gates had been 
closed only after the wall had been completed. Once closed, they were 
meant to stay closed. 

As he came up into the deep shadow behind the nearest of the great 
gates, he saw that they were sheathed in squares of some kind of 
metal that had not rusted, although it did have the patina of great age. 
He reached out and put a hand against the metal. It was cool to the 
touch. 

Signaling Samantha to stay where she was in behind the trees, 
Richard hiked his bow up on his shoulder, got down on the ground, 
and carefully crawled on his belly to the edge of the great door to 
have a look beyond. The edge of the door was several feet thick. It put 
him in mind of what an ant must feel like when around buildings. 

As he peeked around the edge, he saw an open, rather barren 
landscape with broken, rocky terrain. The uneven ground was dotted 
here and there with a few scrub trees. There was no great forest like 
that outside the gates. 

What alarmed him the most, though, was what he saw next. 

In the distance, in various places, he saw flickering greenish light. 

He had seen that specific kind of green light before. It was the same 
kind he had seen when he had first met Kahlan and they had crossed 
the boundary between Westland and the Midlands. 


He had encountered the underworld a number of times since then. 
The veil before the world of the dead was always an eerie green color, 
an opaque green curtain of light. 

That eerie green light was a boundary layer to the underworld 
itself. 

When he inched out beyond the edge of the great gates to get a 
better view, he didn’t see anyone inside the gates. It was a dark, 
barren landscape dominated by towering rock jutting up from the 
ground like spikes pounded up through the surface from below. But 
that was not the worst of it. It looked all the more forbidding because 
of the specter of greenish light flickering here and there among those 
rock towers. 

Richard signaled for Samantha to come out of the trees. He aimed 
his thumb behind him, indicating that she should stay near the wall 
and to come up behind the door to join him. 

She rushed out of the cover of the trees and quickly made her way 
through the smaller brush to crouch close behind him. 

Not seeing anyone, Richard finally stood up and leaned out around 
the door for a better look into the third kingdom. 

What he saw then both shocked and frightened him. 

“What do you see?” she whispered. “What’s wrong? Do you see half 
people?” 

“T don’t see anyone, but we have a problem and you need to know 
about it right now.” 
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“What?” Samantha asked. “What is it? What’s the problem?” 

Richard turned and squatted down in front of her. “Listen to me. 
This is important. The third kingdom is what?” 

She frowned a little, not sure what he was getting at. “It’s both the 
world of life and the world of the dead mixed together in the same 
place at the same time. It’s neither the kingdom of life, or the kingdom 
of the dead. It’s both, existing together.” 

Richard nodded. “That’s right.” 

She put a finger on his chest. “But besides being a place, it is also 
what you are. Life and death together where they shouldn’t be. You 
are of that place where life and death exist together at the same time.” 

“Good,” he said with a single nod. “Beyond the gates is the third 
kingdom. The world of life and death together in the same place. 
There are places in there where there is greenish light—” 

She frowned as she leaned toward him. “Greenish light?” 

“Yes, kind of like ... well, have you ever seen the sheets of light in 
the night in the northern sky?” 

“Sure, of course.” 

“Like that. It looks something like that, only it’s all a shimmering 
green light. That’s the boundary layer to the underworld, the world of 
the dead.” 

She frowned suspiciously. Her head darted out to peek around the 
gate. 

“Dear spirits...” She pulled back, her wide eyes staring into his. 
“Lord Rahl, that’s the same eerie green glow I told you I saw when I 
tried to heal the Mother Confessor for the first time. Remember? I saw 
the same thing within you.” 

Richard wiped a hand across his mouth before letting out a deep 
sigh. “That green luminescence is death.” 

“I told you so. I saw it in her. That’s when I first told you that she 
had death in her.” 

He nodded reluctantly. “So you did. I remember. But that was in 
her. This here is out in the open.” Richard pointed a thumb behind 
him, beyond the gates. “If you walk into it, into that green veil of 
luminescence, you walk into the world of the dead. Understand? 


“Its the boundary between life and death, just like you described 
seeing in Kahlan, the place that tried to tempt you in. If you had 
crossed over when you were in her mind, you would have entered the 
world of the dead. You would never have come back. 

“This here is the same. Beyond that luminescent glow is the world 
of the dead. If you step over, even a little, you will never come back.” 

Her big dark eyes wide, she swallowed. “Then I guess it would be 
best not to walk through it.” 

“Exactly. When we go in there you can’t ever let your guard down. 
You can’t ever relax. I don’t know the exact properties of how it works 
here, where the openings into the underworld will be, but in other 
places I’ve been you sometimes don’t see it until you get really close. 
The greenish light is kind of like a warning that you are inches away 
from death, that you are about to cross over. 

“Since you are so close to the underworld, the spirits of the dead 
beyond sometimes call to you, trying to entice you to cross over to 
them.” 

She nodded. “They did that to me, when I was trying to heal the 
Mother Confessor and saw that green veil of death. I heard the spirits 
beyond.” 

Richard nodded his understanding. “It seems that we can encounter 
death in a number of places, in a number of ways. You encountered 
that boundary to the eternal beyond in Kahlan, and in me. You saw 
and heard some of what was on the other side. 

“In some places I’ve been that green wall will appear as a warning, 
much the way shields placed by wizards try to warn you with color 
and light if you start getting too close. In this case, it’s a warning that 
you are getting close to the boundary. 

“In other places I’ve seen, the walls to the world of the dead are 
static. They stay in the same place, shimmering, so that you can see 
them from some distance off and know where they are. But here, it 
seems like those green boundaries into the world of the dead are 
flickering in and out of existence. That means they aren’t in one place. 
They move around.” 

“That makes sense,” she said. “Life and death in the same place and 
at the same time, a kind of soup of ingredients mixing together.” 

“That’s right, but it also means that this boundary between worlds 
may be different from what I’ve encountered before, where the lines 
between life and death were fixed and you could avoid them. Here, 
from what I saw beyond the gates, those boundaries appear to be 
fluid, moving like a gossamer carried on a breeze. That’s what’s 
different here. That’s what makes it so much more dangerous here. 

“It means that you may not necessarily need to walk into that 
boundary to be lost. In this place, they may drift in and come right 


over you.” 

“That would be bad,” she said in a deadpan, stating the obvious. 

Richard nodded. “You have to be extremely alert at all times and 
respect that danger. If you let your guard down for an instant, you 
could unintentionally find yourself pulled into the underworld. If that 
happens, you are never coming back.” 

Samantha nodded solemnly. “I understand. Keep my eyes open and 
be prepared to move out of the way.” 

“Right,” he said with a firm nod. He took a quick look around. “We 
need to get going. But don’t forget what I told you, not for a second. I 
don’t know exactly what we will have to face in there, but this is 
already something I didn’t expect. We can’t ever let our guard down.” 

“T won’t, Lord Rahl.” 

“One other thing.” 

“What’s that?” 

“If anything happens and we somehow get separated, then getting 
those people out, my friends and your mother, is the priority. 
Understand?” 

“I understand, Lord Rahl. Find the wizard Zedd and the sorceress 
Nicci and get them out so that they can heal you of the death inside 
you so that you can end prophecy and end the threat to the world of 
life now that the barrier is down.” 

Richard would have smiled at how insane that sounded, and at her 
intensity, but the seriousness of the situation was nothing to smile 
about. 

“Good. Now listen to me, Samantha. You may think I’m the one, but 
there are other people who are smarter about these kinds of things 
than me. Zedd knows more than I do about such things. Nicci perhaps 
more yet. They are both incredibly powerful people with vast 
experience and knowledge. Don’t discount the importance of that— 
they may be able to stop the threat even without me.” 

“If they’re so powerful, then how did they get overpowered and 
caught in the first place?” 

Richard let out a sigh at her simple insight. “No matter how 
powerful you are, that doesn’t mean you can always win. Sometimes, 
no matter how good you are, things just go wrong.” 

Samantha nodded. “What now?” 

“Now we go in there and find them. Stay close and stay alert.” 

After she agreed, Richard peeked out around the gate. He saw no 
one out in the jumbled landscape of dark rock and flickers of the 
phantom luminescence here and there across the sprawling wasteland. 
In the distance a haze of smoke hung over the forbidding landscape. 
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As they made their way around the gate, stepping into the broad 
opening, Richard looked up and saw the great stone arch over the 
gateway. He remembered seeing it from the viewing port back in 
Stroyza. Up close, in all its detail, it was more imposing, more 
frightening, than he remembered. 

The arch formed a head with glaring eyes made of some kind of red 
marble. Two enormous, sharp fangs hung down, as if ready to strike at 
anyone who tried to enter. It was meant as a warning that crossing 
through these gates would be like entering the jaws of some 
monstrous creature. It was a clear statement of the lethality of the 
place. 

It was so obviously threatening that it was almost like a warning 
not to be stupid enough to enter the place. 

Once through the open gates, Samantha pointed. “Lord Rahl, look,” 
she whispered. 

Richard turned and looked up. The insides of the gates had symbols 
embossed into the surface of the metal plates. When the gates were 
open, the enormous central emblem was broken in half, but when the 
gates were closed the symbol would have been whole and united. The 
element was in the language of Creation, like what Richard had seen 
on the omen machine, like Naja Moon’s account back in the cave at 
Stroyza. 

Richard didn’t understand every component in the symbols, but he 
could clearly see that they were elements of a powerful spell. These 
symbols were meant to conjure powers Richard had never seen 
described before and didn’t entirely understand. 

What he did understand from the meaning in parts of the designs 
was that these were barrier spells. The writing, in the language of 
Creation, was not meant to convey information so much as to call 
forces together. 

With the gates standing open, that enormous barrier spell, that lock 
in the center that had spanned both doors, was now broken. 

With a chill, Richard realized that the seal was off the gates to the 
underworld itself. 

He didn’t want to take any more time to study all the symbols on 


the insides of the gates. Since the symbols and the spells they 
represented were now broken, what they had once meant was no 
longer important. Now, prepared or not, it was up to Richard to deal 
with the results. 

He led them swiftly beyond the broad opening, toward rocky 
outcroppings off to the right that provided cover. They continued to 
move farther in beyond the gates and away from the wall, using the 
rocks as cover to stay out of sight as much as possible in case there 
were any half people traveling down to the gates out of the third 
kingdom. 

In places, moving through the rocks, sheets of the greenish 
luminescence wavered off to the sides. He paused, watching veils of 
the eerie light drift lazily across the landscape, dragging a hem of light 
that flickered where it touched the ground. Richard kept an eye on the 
veils, making sure none were near, before starting to move again. 

He had never seen the boundary to the underworld move like that. 
In the past it had always remained in place, an unmovable barrier to 
the world of the dead. The disconcerting sight of that boundary 
moving about the landscape sent a chill through him. 

Coming around a column formation of stacked layers of slightly 
different colored rock, Richard abruptly spotted a man not far away, 
moving in their direction. 

In that frozen moment, he realized that it was too late to hide. 
When the man looked up at the same instant and saw Richard and 
Samantha, the look in his eyes told Richard that this was a predator, 
one of the unholy half dead, that was always ready to exploit any 
opportunity it came across. 

In a heartbeat, Richard had the bow off his shoulder. He whipped it 
around into position. He snatched an arrow from the quiver lashed to 
the side of the pack on his back. In another heartbeat he had the 
arrow nocked. 

Time seemed to slow in Richard’s vision as the man’s lips curled 
back and he broke into a dead run toward them. 

Richard was in that place where he controlled the world around the 
bladed point of his arrow. He settled the arrow and, in another 
heartbeat, it was away. 

In his headlong rush to close the distance, the arrow entered 
through the man’s left eye socket, right where Richard intended, 
where the bone wouldn’t be as dense and possibly deflect the arrow’s 
flight before it could do its work. It still had enough power behind it 
to erupt partway out the back of the man’s skull. 

Still flying at a dead run, the man crumpled and crashed facedown 
to the rocky ground, dead before he hit. 

Richard looked both ways to check for any other sign of threat 


before he rushed out from the cover of the rocks. He grabbed the 
man’s shirt at his shoulder and dragged him back in among the rocks. 

“What are you doing?” Samantha asked, arms spread in alarm. 
“Why are you bringing him back with you?” 

“We need to hide him. If someone else sees him it will alert them 
that there is someone with a soul in here, on this side of the gates, on 
their ground. I don’t want to give them reason to suspect such a thing, 
or to start hunting for us.” 

“It’s too open out here,” Samantha said as she looked around. “How 
in the world do you think you’re going to be able to hide him?” 

“Easy,” Richard said as he grabbed the man’s simple shirt in his fists 
and lifted his dead weight. 

Pulling him over onto his back, Richard was sorry to see that the 
arrow was broken when the man fell on his face, or he would have 
recovered it. He never liked to waste arrows. 

Richard strained to hold the dead man up off the ground and get a 
better grip as he waited for the right moment. 

And then, with a grunt of powerful effort, Richard heaved the man 
into a wall of shimmering green luminescence drifting toward them. 

The light flickered at the contact. The greenish curtain wavered a 
little as the dead man tumbled through. 

The man vanished. 

“Well,” Samantha said, “isn’t that something. I guess it’s pretty 
plain to see what you mean about not stepping through the green 
light.” 

“Tt would be the last step you took, that’s for sure.” 

“T don’t get it, though,” Samantha said. “Dead I get, but where did 
his body go? When people die, their body doesn’t vanish, just their 
consciousness, their spirit. Where did it go?” 

“I don’t know, Samantha,” Richard said in a distracted tone. He had 
bigger things to worry about. “I don’t know the answers for how 
everything works, especially not in the third kingdom.” 

Richard looked carefully around as he kept an eye on the curtain of 
greenish light, the wall before the underworld itself. The eerie, opaque 
glow of flickering light drifted past them before beginning to fade 
away as if it had never been there. Richard kept scanning the area for 
any other threat, but he didn’t see anyone else. The man had 
apparently been alone. 

“Let’s go. Stay close.” 

“All right,” Samantha said, scrambling to keep up with him. “But it 
just seemed strange the way his body vanished, that’s all.” 

“The whole concept of this place is strange,” Richard said as the 
two of them moved deeper into the third kingdom. 
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Kahlan woke with a start. 

She heard a confusing commotion. As she tried to focus her 
attention, she became dimly aware of the muffled sound of distant 
voices. She couldn’t make out what they were saying, only the anxiety 
in their tone. 

She blinked at the smear of blurry candlelight. Her mouth was so 
dry her tongue felt swollen and stuck to the roof of her mouth. She 
swallowed, trying to work up some saliva. She was too weak to lift 
much more than a finger. 

Though the room was probably softly lit by candles, she still had to 
squint because the light from the flames seemed so bright to her. After 
what seemed like an eternity of bewildering darkness, the light hurt 
her eyes. 

She realized that she was lying on a mat on the floor in a small, 
simple room. She didn’t recognize the place. She had no idea at all 
where she might be. She couldn’t even guess. 

The fat candles were clustered together on shelves that looked to 
have been set back into simple plastered walls. The floor was spread 
with thick carpets with colorful designs. She saw a few chairs and a 
table that, while not fancy, were nicely made. A wooden door off 
across the room stood closed. As her vision began to clear, she saw 
that there were no windows, so she had no way of telling if it was day 
or night. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Kahlan saw a middle-aged woman, 
with short, straight hair and wearing a simple gray dress, sitting on a 
low chest not far to the side. The woman’s head was turned toward 
the muffled sound of voices in the distance. With her attention 
diverted, she didn’t realize that Kahlan had opened her eyes. 

She was glad to see the woman distracted by the same voices that 
Kahlan heard. Kahlan thought that most likely meant she wasn’t 
imagining the voices and they weren’t part of the dark world she 
seemed to have been trapped in for so long. She’d heard the 
frightening whisper of voices in that world, too. They had beckoned 
from somewhere beyond the darkness. 

Kahlan wiggled her tingling fingers, working feeling back into 


them. She rolled a stiff wrist. On the second attempt she managed to 
sit up a little, enough, at least, to get up onto her elbows. She had to 
lean back on her hands for support as she rested a moment before she 
was able to finally sit up the rest of the way. 

She leaned forward, bracing herself with one hand so she could use 
her other to feel her stomach where she had been cut by Jit. She 
expected it to hurt. She expected to find a horrible, bloody wound. 
Instead, she found a tidy seam sewing her shirt closed. She didn’t find 
a wound. She looked around, but didn’t see Richard. 

As she turned her head, searching, she saw another door at the back 
of the room. While there were simple designs carved around the 
outside of the door, in the center a Grace had been carefully carved 
into the wood. It was somewhat comforting to see the Grace. Her 
anxiety lowered a notch at seeing the familiar symbol depicting the 
ordered nature of the universe. 

Kahlan had a pounding headache. Worse, though, was that she was 
confused and couldn’t make sense of anything. It was frustrating that 
she couldn’t put the pieces she knew into proper order, frustrating 
that there was so much that seemed missing between the parts she did 
remember, frustrating that she didn’t know why so much was missing. 
Fragments of things—voices, images—floated in complete disarray. 

It felt as if she had been on some long and difficult journey, but she 
didn’t properly remember any of it. It seemed like maybe she had 
been having terrible dreams for ages as she lay unable to wake from 
an endless ordeal. It was hard to tell what was real and what was still 
the strange, echoing, blurry dreamworld that wouldn’t quite let her 
go. 
“Please,” she managed to say in a hoarse voice, “water...” 

The woman sitting on the bench to the side jumped. She put a hand 
to her chest, panting in surprise. 

“You gave me a start.” 

“Sorry” was all Kahlan could get out. Her tongue felt thick and 
wouldn’t move the way she wanted it to. 

“At last,” the woman said as she rushed in close to kneel at Kahlan’s 
side. “I was so worried waiting for you to wake. But Sammie—well, 
Samantha, I guess it is now—she said you would wake. And you did. 
She was right.” 

Kahlan weakly lifted a hand, laying it on the woman’s arm. 
“Please ... water ... please.” 

The woman threw up her hands. “Oh! I’m sorry! Yes, water. Right 
here. I have some right here. Let me get it.” 

Kahlan saw her rush to the table and pour water from a pitcher into 
a mug. Carrying the mug of precious water in both hands, she hurried 
back to Kahlan. 


She gently laid a hand on Kahlan’s back to steady her as she put the 
mug to her lips. “Easy, now. Don’t try to go too fast at first. You’ve 
been asleep for quite a while. Sammie—I mean Samantha—managed 
to make you drink when you were still asleep, but I fear it wasn’t 
nearly enough for how long—” 

“Who?” Kahlan asked, confused by the woman’s babbling. 

“Sorry. Not important at the moment. Take a sip. Go on, but go 
slow.” 

The water was more luxuriously delicious than anything she had 
ever tasted. Kahlan managed to gulp down a few swallows before the 
woman pulled the mug away to slow her down. “Easy. Go easy.” 

Kahlan nodded to earn the mug back. The second time she sipped 
slower, rolling the water around her mouth, relishing the wetness. She 
was able to swallow properly. 

Kahlan noticed that the woman’s eyes kept turning toward the door 
every time she heard the voices in the distance. 

When she turned back, she saw Kahlan looking at her. “Oh, I’m 
sorry, Mother Confessor. I’m Ester. Richard asked me to watch over 
you until you woke up.” 

“Richard,” Kahlan said with sudden relief and excitement. She 
glanced around, looking for his things. “He’s here? Where is he?” 

“No, I’m sorry. He and Sammie—” 

“Samantha.” 

The woman let out a bit of a giggle. “Yes, Samantha.” 

“Who is Samantha?” 

Kahlan was relieved that with the water her voice was finally 
starting to work. She thought that she almost sounded like herself. 

“Samantha is our sorceress. We had more. But now she’s the only 
one we have, since her father was murdered and her mother 
vanished.” 

Kahlan put a hand over her face in confusion as she closed her eyes 
for a moment to rest them from the light. She felt like she might still 
be in a dreamworld where nothing in the swirl of the things she was 
hearing made any sense. 

“Forgive me, Mother Confessor, Im talking too fast and only 
confusing you.” 

Kahlan nodded. “Richard?” 

“He and Samantha had to go.” 

Kahlan’s heart sank. “Go? Go where?” 

Ester took a deep breath. “Well, it’s a long story, Mother Confessor. 
You’ve only just now woken up. I don’t want to throw it all at you at 
once. Sip the water. I should get you some soup. You look like skin 
and bones. You need to eat.” 

Kahlan looked down at herself. She did look to have lost some 


weight, but not a lot. 

“The Hedge Maid had me...” she said, trying to orient herself in the 
world, trying to understand how she had come to be in this strange, 
stone room. 

“Jit,” Ester said. 

Kahlan looked up. “Yes, that’s right. Jit.” She squinted, trying to 
remember. “Richard ... I think Richard was there...” 

Ester was nodding. “Yes, he told us that he went there to get you 
away from that awful woman. The Hedge Maid was an evil creature. 
Unfortunately, Jit captured Richard as well, but then he killed her—” 

“Richard killed Jit?” Kahlan put a hand to her forehead, trying to 
remember such an important event, but she couldn’t. 

“Yes, but, but there was trouble in that.” 

Kahlan shook her head. “Trouble? I’m confused.” It all felt like so 
long ago. “I’m sorry, Ester, but I don’t understand what you're talking 
about. I don’t understand what’s going on. I don’t know who you are 
or where I am or how I got here.” 

Ester looked toward the door. The voices were getting closer. 
Besides the tension in Ester’s face, Kahlan, too, recognized that the 
voices did not sound friendly. She thought she heard a man 
demanding something. 

Ester finally turned back. “Lord Rahl—and Henrik—” 

“Henrik.” She remembered Henrik. “Is he here? He’s all right, 
then?” 

“Yes, yes,” Ester said as she nodded. “Lord Rahl and Henrik told us 
most of what has happened. Not all of it, I expect, but much of it. Lord 
Rahl had to go, though, so he wanted me to explain it to you—to let 
you know what had happened.” 

“Go? Where did he go?” That didn’t sound like Richard, leaving her 
somewhere when she was unconscious. “Why would Richard leave me 
here?” 

Ester put a hand on Kahlan’s shoulder when she saw how frustrated 
she was getting with trying to understand. 

“Mother Confessor, I will explain it all in more detail once you have 
had something to eat and you get your bearings. All right? For now, 
what you need to know is that Richard went to rescue you, and he 
killed Jit. But as she died, she touched you both with death.” 
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Kahlan put her fingers to her forehead. She wasn’t sure that she had 
heard correctly. She frowned as she leaned toward the woman. 

“What?” 

“You both have the touch of death in you from the Hedge Maid. 
Apparently, the Hedge Maid released death itself from within her as 
she screamed. That’s what killed her, as I understand it. That sound 
would have killed anyone nearby. It would have killed you and Lord 
Rahl as well, but he was able to do something that protected you both 
from the worst of it. While it didn’t kill you both, it did still leave 
death’s touch in you both—you worse than he. 

“You were both in a very grim way, not only from the wounds you 
received when being held captive by the Hedge Maid, but also from 
that touch of death in you. Your friends, a man named Zedd, and 
some others—a sorceress Nicci, and another woman...” 

Ester put a finger to her lip and looked up, trying to remember the 
name. 

“Cara?” Kahlan guessed. 

Ester snapped her fingers. “That’s the woman. Cara. Anyway, your 
friends and a lot of soldiers had come to help. They got you and 
Richard out of Jit’s lair and were on the way to take you both back to 
the palace when they were all attacked by half people from the third 
kingdom.” 

Confused, Kahlan put her open fingers back over her face. She felt 
like she had just lost the thread of the story. 

“The what people from where?” 

“The half people from the third kingdom,” Ester said, as she glanced 
toward the voices again, listening for a moment. The voices were still 
an indecipherable drone. As Kahlan again started to object, Ester 
waved a hand for patience so that she could explain. 

“You, your friends, and the soldiers were attacked. Everyone but 
you and Lord Rahl were either killed or captured. The attackers didn’t 
see you two because the woman—Cara—put a tarp over you both to 
hide you in the back of a wagon. It worked, but the rest of them were 
all killed or captured.” 

Kahlan covered her mouth in shock. Her heart pounded out of 


control at the news. She wasn’t so sure she hadn’t awakened to a 
world gone crazy. 

“Do you know if any of them are safe? Do you know if any of them 
who were captured are still alive?” 

“Sorry, we don’t know. Apparently, after you and Richard were 
being taken from Jit’s lair, the people with you were trying to heal 
your wounds, but they didn’t have time before they were attacked. It 
appeared that least some of them who weren’t killed in the attack may 
have been carried off. Lord Rahl doesn’t know who is dead, and who 
might be held captive. 

“Henrik was with them when the attack began. When the woman, 
Cara, hid you and Lord Rahl under a tarp, she told Henrik to run and 
to try to find help for you both. Fortunately, he soon arrived here 
seeking help. 

“We rushed to the scene, and when we got there a couple of men 
were dragging you and Lord Rahl out of the wagon where you had 
been hidden.” 

“Men from the attack?” Kahlan asked. “They were still there?” 

“No, they were different men.” 

“Different men?” 

“T know it all sounds confusing,” Ester said, forestalling Kahlan’s 
questions. “I guess you could say that the attackers were gone, and 
these men were scavengers who happened by.” 

“I see. I guess that makes sense. Then what?” 

“These other men were trying to kill Lord Rahl and were going to 
carry you off. We got there just in time. We killed one of the men 
while Lord Rahl, even though he had horrible bite wounds from the 
men, was able to kill the other attacker.” 

“Dear spirits...” Kahlan whispered through her fingers. 

“You were both in bad shape. Sammie—sorry, Samantha—was able 
to cure both of you from your normal wounds and injuries, but she 
couldn’t cure the touch of death that was left in you both by the dying 
Hedge Maid. To do that, Lord Rahl says you both need the others— 
Zedd and the sorceresses—and they have to get you both back to the 
palace in order to do that kind of special healing.” 

“All right,” Kahlan said, trying not to lose track of the details as she 
followed along with the story, or get too impatient. “I guess that 
makes sense.” 

Ester put a hand compassionately on Kahlan’s forearm. “I’m sorry to 
have to tell you this, Mother Confessor, but if this wizard, Zedd, and 
the sorceress Nicci, can’t get you back to a special place in the 
People’s Palace—” 

“Special place? What do you mean, special place?” 

The woman made a bit of a face as she shook her head. “I’m sorry, 


but I’m not familiar with such things. It was a field of some sort. I 
think that’s it, a field.” 

“A field? Do you mean a containment field?” Kahlan suggested. 

Ester smiled suddenly in recognition. “That’s it. A containment 
field.” Her smile faded. “If they can’t get you back there to that field, 
then the dark sickness within you will kill you both. Jit will have 
claimed you at last. Your only hope to be saved from the touch of 
death is for your friends to do what only they can do in order to cure 
you both, and they must do it there, in that containment thing.” 

Kahlan had little trouble believing the seriousness of her sickness. 
She could feel the dark shadow of something evil within her, sapping 
her of life. She instinctively grasped the truth of what Ester was 
saying. Her level of alarm rose as she now understood why Richard 
would have left her. 

She rolled a hand to get Ester’s story back on track. “So then what?” 

“So then Lord Rahl and Samantha went to try to rescue your friends 
who had been captured. They hope to find that Sammie’s mother is 
with them and rescue her as well.” 

“I see,” Kahlan said, trying to take it all in. She was still disoriented 
and having trouble reconciling it all in her head and fitting the 
different pieces together. 

She had at first been confused, then relieved to be awake, then even 
more relieved to know that Richard was alive and that they had 
escaped the Hedge Maid’s lair. 

But now, she felt terror seeping back in. 

Able to see that Kahlan was getting upset, Ester returned her hand 
to Kahlan’s forearm. 

“Mother Confessor, Lord Rahl wanted—” 

The door burst open. Ester flinched, letting out a little squeak. 

A tall man strolled into the room. He carried himself with an air of 
authority. A woman followed behind, but there were no candles on 
that side of the room and in the man’s shadow Kahlan couldn’t see 
much of her. 

The severe-looking man wore a simple black coat with a turned-up 
straight collar that went all the way around his neck. The black coat 
was buttoned to his neck, keeping the collar closed at his throat. A 
rimless, four-sided hat that looked to be made from black material 
similar to his coat covered a head of blond hair cut short on the sides. 

Kahlan blinked in surprise. “Abbot Dreier?” 

He looked as surprised to see her as she was to see him. He 
recovered quickly. 

“Mother Confessor.” A sly smile that Kahlan didn’t like one bit 
slowly spread across his face. “Well now, isn’t this quite the pleasant 
surprise.” 


As Ester rose up up from beside Kahlan, he removed the rimless hat 
in an act of formality. He turned the smile on Ester. The woman took 
a deferential step back. 

“Abbot Ludwig Dreier,” he said in a smiling introduction. 

“Ester,” she said as she bowed. “Welcome to Stroyza, Abbot Dreier. 
Our humble village is honored to have you here.” 

“Yes,” he drawled, the smile remaining on his lips. 

After making a show of looking around, he turned a cunning look 
back to Kahlan. “And is Lord Rahl with you, Mother Confessor? The 
both of you taking a tour of the Dark Lands and the remote little 
village of Stroyza, are you?” 

Kahlan twitched a frown. “Where?” 

He lifted a hand about. “Stroyza. Don’t you know where you are?” 

“May I be of service, Abbot Dreier?” Ester asked, drawing his 
attention, seemingly trying to rescue a confused Kahlan from the 
questioning. 

He flashed her an empty smile. “We’re just here to see if some 
volunteers would be willing to come with us to be of assistance at the 
abbey.” 

He looked back at Kahlan, clearly more interested in the 
unexpected guest of the village. As he did, the woman who had come 
in with him stepped out from behind him. 

Kahlan was shocked to see that it was a Mord-Sith. 

More surprising yet, Kahlan didn’t recognize her. 
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Not only did Kahlan not recognize the Mord-Sith, but the woman was 
wearing black leather. 

Kahlan had seen Mord-Sith in brown, white, and of course red 
leather. She had never seen a Mord-Sith in black. 

It was a chilling sight. 

For a moment Kahlan doubted her initial thought, questioning that 
the woman really was a Mord-Sith. The blond hair pulled neatly back 
into a single braid was the same style worn by all Mord-Sith, but that 
didn’t prove anything—a hairstyle didn’t make a Mord-Sith. Nor did 
wearing a leather outfit, even if it wouldn’t have been such an odd 
color. Not even the tall woman’s perfect shape or the dangerous 
demeanor meant that she was Mord-Sith. 

Any number of women could wear their hair like that and have a 
leather outfit made to look like that of a Mord-Sith. Looking the part 
didn’t make her a real Mord-Sith. It could even be that she was 
playing the part at the request of the pompous abbot. It would 
certainly fit Kahlan’s impression of Ludwig Dreier to want to play the 
part of an important man by having such a woman with him. 

What worried Kahlan, though, was the simple-looking red rod 
hanging on a fine gold chain from the woman’s right wrist. That 
marked her as Mord-Sith. That was what told Kahlan that this had to 
be a Mord-Sith. Only Mord-Sith carried an Agiel. It was hard to 
imagine any woman carrying a fake Agiel just to play a part. If she 
was caught trying to pull off such an impersonation, a real Mord-Sith 
would skin her alive. 

The woman’s cold blue eyes were fixed on Kahlan. 

“Pm afraid that we’ve had a great deal of trouble just recently,” 
Ester said, trying to sound apologetic, “so I’m sorry, but no one here 
would be in a position to ... volunteer to help with prophecy at the 
abbey.” 

“Trouble?” the abbot asked, sounding surprised to hear it. “What 
sort of trouble?” 

Kahlan got the distinct impression that he knew exactly what sort of 
trouble, even if she didn’t know what Ester was talking about. 

Ester’s gaze darted about. She dry-washed her hands as she tried to 


think of a way to explain it. 

“Well, ah, well, we had an attack here. The village was attacked.” 

“Attacked!” the abbot sounded shocked and even concerned. Kahlan 
didn’t think it was sincere. “Well, that does sound serious.” 

“Tt was, I’m afraid,” Ester said, nodding furiously. “Very serious.” 

“In peacetime? In Fajin Province? The bishop will be quite 
disturbed to hear of any such trouble in his beloved land. Hannis Arc 
will not like to hear that his people have been attacked. He will not 
like it one bit, I can assure you of that.” 

“I’m sure he wouldn’t,” Ester said in a small voice. 

Abbot Dreier leaned toward Ester. “An attack by whom?” 

Ester cleared her throat. “Well, you see, it was these ... well, I don’t 
know how to adequately describe them.” 

“Simple is usually best,” the abbot said, his tone turning cool as he 
straightened and clasped his hands before himself. 

“Well,” Ester stammered, “we were attacked by these, by these ... 
dead men.” 

The abbot frowned as he again leaned toward her a bit. “Dead 
men?” 

Ester shrank back at his tone. 

Kahlan was getting confused again, wondering if she could possibly 
be back in the rolling, wavering, wandering dreamworld. She had felt 
like she had been trapped in it forever. She wondered if she really 
was, and this was part of it. 

But the tension in the air was no dream. She had never liked Abbot 
Ludwig Dreier, but in the past, as the Mother Confessor, she had 
always had the upper hand and he had known it. Her last dealings 
with the man were at the People’s Palace, at Cara and Benjamin’s 
wedding and reception. The abbot had been particularly troublesome, 
insisting that she and Richard reveal prophecy to everyone, and that 
they should use prophecy to guide their rule of the D’Haran Empire. 

At the time, Ludwig Dreier had stirred up a great deal of trouble 
among many of the leaders from various lands by suggesting that the 
people had a right to prophecy. Kahlan suspected he had stirred up 
murder as well. 

While she had not been afraid of the man before, this was different. 
Now, she was feeling particularly vulnerable. 

Of course, despite how weak and sick she felt, she could always 
resort to her Confessor power, if need be. That thought gave her 
comfort. She was not defenseless. Far from it. 

It would take but one touch and that would be the end of Abbot 
Ludwig Dreier. He would not stand a chance against such a touch. It 
would be wise for him to be more cautious. 

“You said dead men,” he repeated when Ester looked too 


intimidated to go on, too afraid to explain any further. 

She fumbled with a button on a pocket as Dreier stared at her, 
waiting for her to speak. 

The Mord-Sith glared unflinchingly at Kahlan. 

“Well, yes. They looked like dead men, anyway,” she explained in a 
rush. “I know it sounds crazy, and I can offer no explanation. I can 
only tell you what we saw. We were attacked by men that looked like 
corpses freshly dug up from a grave. They looked like the walking 
dead. They appeared suddenly in our midst and killed a number of 
people in the village. They injured many more.” 

Kahlan thought that it did indeed sound crazy, but Ester didn’t 
strike her as the crazy type. 

“Really,” the abbot drawled. He turned to the Mord-Sith. “Dead 
men. Have you ever heard of such a thing?” 

The blond woman’s eyes turned to him as she shook her head. 
“Can’t say that I have.” 

He turned his attention back to Ester. “And how were you able to 
stop this attack?” 

“Lord Rahl killed them all.” 

He arched an eyebrow. “I thought you said that they were dead 
men. How could he kill men who were already dead?” 

“Not killed them, exactly.” She made little swishing motions with 
her hand. “Hacked them to pieces, actually. Hacked them to bits and 
had us burn the pieces.” 

He sighed audibly. “Ah, well, thank goodness Lord Rahl was handy, 
at least. It might have been a slaughter, otherwise.” 

“Yes,” Ester said, “it would have been, but it was still a horrible 
ordeal for the people here. Many people lost their lives. Many more 
were seriously injured. We are all still trying to recover from it, trying 
to help those who were hurt and are still suffering.” 

“Well,” the abbot said, “I can certainly understand that the people 
of Stroyza have a lot on their hands at the moment.” He rubbed a 
finger back and forth on his chin, frowning in thought. “Maybe we can 
find someone else who would want to volunteer in place of someone 
from your village.” 

Ester quickly dipped her head. “The consideration would be very 
much appreciated, Abbot.” 

His deliberate gaze turned to Kahlan. 

“What are you doing here, Dreier?” Kahlan asked in a cold tone to 
bring the phony chitchat to a halt. 

He shrugged with a smile. “Why, seeking help with prophecy, 
Mother Confessor, that’s all. I am but a humble servant of Bishop 
Hannis Arc. I provide him with prophecy so that it might help guide 
him in his rule of Fajin Province. And, I suppose, the rule of other 


lands that have so recently come to him for such guidance as he may 
be able to provide.” 

Ester inched forward, still fumbling with the button. She gestured 
toward Kahlan. 

“Abbot Dreier, I’m afraid that the Mother Confessor is quite ill. She 
has been through a terrible ordeal herself. I was just tending to her. 
She is very weak and needs rest. 

“I know that you would want her to get that crucial rest so that she 
might get well as soon as possible.” She tilted her head forward just a 
bit. “Tm sure that Lord Rahl would appreciate your understanding 
about his wife’s recent ordeal, and be grateful to you for leaving her to 
her rest.” 

Dreier stared at the woman for a moment with that frozen smile of 
his and then made a show of glancing around. “Lord Rahl—is he 
about, then? He hacked those dead men to pieces, so he must be 
around. I would like to congratulate him, personally, on behalf of the 
people of not only Stroyza, but all of Fajin Province for his brave 
assistance in stopping such a dire threat. He has once again proven 
himself the protector of innocent people. I would personally like to 
thank him.” 

Ester cleared her throat. “I’m afraid that he had to leave—briefly. 
He should be back anytime, I’m sure. Anytime.” 

“I see.” The abbot smoothed the front of his coat.”Well, in the 
meantime, I myself have a bit of talent with healing. I should lend a 
hand, as it were, to assist our Mother Confessor.” 

“But Samantha already...” Ester’s voice trailed off when he turned 
an icy glare on her. 

After the look had backed Ester a step, he turned back to Kahlan 
and went to one knee beside her. He reached out to touch her 
forehead. She pulled her head back, out of his reach as she put her 
arm up to to block his hand. 

“That won’t be necessary. I only need rest, now.” 

Before she could stop him, he pushed her arm away. “Now, now, 
Mother Confessor, don’t be shy about accepting my small offer of help. 
Won't take but a moment to see if there is anything more that I might 
be able to do.” 

His first two fingers touched her forehead. He bowed his head in 
concentration. “Let me just check to see...” 

The oddest look came over his face. His eyes abruptly turned up to 
meet her gaze. 

And then the slightest hint of a smile turned up the corners of his 
mouth as he leaned back. 

“Well,” he said, “it seems that you have had a healing recently. A 
fine one at that. I can feel it. I can sense the residual effects of the gift 


used to heal you.” 

Ester stole a quick glance at Kahlan. “As I said, Sammie worked 
some healing on her. She said that the Mother Confessor now only 
needs to rest.” 

The abbot stood, giving the Mord-Sith a meaningful look. 

“I think she is well enough to travel. I can be of invaluable 
assistance with her recovery once we get her back to the abbey.” 

“No,” Ester said, more firmly in spite of her fear of the man. “No, 
she needs to rest right now, right here. Lord Rahl will want her to rest. 
He won’t want her moved.” 

The abbot casually lifted a finger toward Ester. The woman 
shuddered. Her fingers trembled as she blinked in confusion. Panting 
as if in pain, she backed away a few steps. Kahlan wasn’t sure exactly 
what the man had done, but it was now clear that he was powerfully 
gifted and that he was hurting Ester. 

In all his time at the palace, Abbot Dreier had keep that relevant 
fact hidden, never revealing that he was gifted. 

“Now,” he said down to Kahlan, “I think you should come along 
with us. We will be better able to see to your needs at the abbey.” 

“Pm afraid that I must decline your kind offer,” Kahlan said in a 
chilling tone. 

Abbot Dreier stared for a moment without showing any emotion 
and then turned to the Mord-Sith. “Please bring the Mother Confessor 
along. I will wait out front.” 

He seized Ester’s arm and pushed her out of the room ahead of him. 
He paused and from the doorway looked back at Kahlan. 

“Mord-Sith can be quite persuasive. I advise you to cooperate as she 
helps escort you out to our waiting coach.” 

With that he left, pulling the door closed behind himself. 
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After Dreier closed the door, the Mord-Sith smiled that way Mord-Sith 
smiled that could make you forget to breathe. 

“We weren’t introduced. I am Erika. Mistress Erika to you.” 

Kahlan glared. 

Erika heaved an impatient sigh. “So, it’s going to be like that, is it?” 

“Get out,” Kahlan said. 

Erika spread her hands with mock decorum. “I’m afraid that the 
abbot has invited you to come along. He asked me to assist you. He 
would be very disappointed in me if I didn’t do as he asked. Believe 
me, I have no wish to disappoint the abbot.” 

“We all are bound to disappoint someone now and again,” Kahlan 
said. 

The Mord-Sith dispensed with the smile. She rolled her fingers in a 
commanding gesture. 

“Get up.” 

“I can’t. I’m rather weak from my recent injuries that have only just 
been healed.” 

“Perhaps you misunderstood me. You must have thought that I was 
asking you.” The smile reappeared. “I wasn’t. I was telling you. Now, 
get up.” 

Kahlan thought the wordplay was childish. She was not about to be 
intimidated by a Mord-Sith, of all people. This one, by all rights, 
shouldn’t even exist. If she even was a real Mord-Sith. 

It occurred to Kahlan once again that the woman might simply be 
window dressing for an arrogant man, a woman who had convinced 
herself she could play the part of a real Mord-Sith. She appeared to be 
a woman who enjoyed pretending to be important and powerful so 
she could intimidate people and watch them cower. 

Kahlan was not about to cower before this woman. 

She rocked forward enough to get her feet under her. After being 
unconscious for so long, she found that the effort made her heart 
pound. She hadn’t been on her feet for a quite a while and she felt 
incredibly weak. 

She crouched a moment, getting her balance, trying to summon 
enough strength to not show this haughty woman any weakness. 


Kahlan was, after all, the Mother Confessor. 

With effort, she stood, if not to her full height, then at least most of 
the way. She couldn’t stretch the last little bit at her waist. It felt like 
all of her abdominal muscles had shrunk, keeping her from 
straightening to her full height, which would have probably been an 
inch or two taller than the Mord-Sith if Kahlan could have stood fully 
upright. 

“Now,” Kahlan said through gritted teeth as she looked the woman 
in the eye, “get out. I will not ask you again.” 

An eyebrow lifted over one cold blue eye. “Or what?” 

“I don’t know where you came from, but you appear not to know 
much about anything.” 

Erika shrugged. “I know that Abbot Dreier asked me to bring you 
along. That is enough. What else is there to know, Mother Confessor?” 

““Confessor’ is the operative word.” 

The Mord-Sith frowned a little. “Really? In what way?” 

“You are apparently unaware of the danger a Confessor poses to a 
Mord-Sith—or a woman posing as a Mord-Sith.” 

“Danger? From you?” She smiled again, this time with what 
appeared to be genuine amusement. “I don’t think so.” 

“Do you have any idea what a mistake it is for a Mord-Sith to 
attempt to use her Agiel on a Confessor? The results are beyond 
gruesome and all Mord-Sith know it. It is a death they all greatly 
fear.” 

“Really?” Erika cocked her head with an earnest frown. “How 
interesting. Well, I don’t have to use an Agiel on you, you know. You 
look to be pretty weak.” A dangerous look came into the woman’s 
eyes. “Even if you were in the best of health, I don’t think I would 
need to use my Agiel to handle you.” 

Kahlan didn’t know what was going on, or how it had come to this, 
but she knew in that moment that she was going to need to unleash 
her power on this woman, and it was not going to be pretty. 

“You are about to cross a line from which you will never, ever be 
able to step back,” Kahlan warned in a deadly tone. “I suggest you call 
it quits now, Erika, while you have the chance.” 

“I don’t think so, Mother Confessor. Like I said, I can handle you 
without my Agiel. More importantly, as I told you before, it is Mistress 
Erika to you.” 

The Mord-Sith spun the Agiel up into her fist. 

It was an open threat, a hostile act that had now gone too far. For 
whatever crazy reason, this woman was not going to stop until Kahlan 
stopped her. 

In Kahlan’s mind, the deed was already done. This woman had 
crossed a line from which there was no walking back. Kahlan was 


already letting the restraint on her power begin to slip its bounds in 
preparation for releasing her inherent ability. 

The Mord-Sith gritted her teeth. “But in this case I prefer to use my 
Agiel.” 

With that, the woman slammed the weapon into Kahlan’s middle. 

Kahlan expected the ignition of power that would bring the attack 
to a halt before it could ever be completed. She expected to feel the 
hammering thump of silent thunder that would shake the walls and 
forever change who this woman was. 

Instead, Kahlan’s mouth opened in a shock of pain the likes of 
which she had only felt a few times in her life. 

The nerve-shattering shock of it stunned her, took her breath. She 
doubled over around the Agiel. It felt like a bolt of lightning 
threatening to rip her in half. Her mind went blank of everything but 
the complete and total understanding of that terrible, all-consuming 
agony. 

She heard herself screaming. 

She felt herself hit the floor. 
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The pain of the Agiel, even though it was no longer touching her, had 
been so overwhelming that waves of jolting shocks still filled her 
mind, preventing her from forming a thought or even getting her 
breath. 

Confused, disoriented, trembling from head to foot, Kahlan rolled 
over onto her back, her knees pulled up, her arms pressed across the 
pain knifing through her abdomen. Through tears of agony, she 
looked up at the woman in black leather standing tall and still over 
her, watching her. 

An eyebrow lifted. “You were saying?” 

“How...?” was all Kahlan could manage to get out through the still- 
shuddering pain pulsing through every nerve in her body. 

Frika shrugged a shoulder. “Well, Mother Confessor, as you have 
probably surmised by now, your power does not work. For you to be a 
threat to me—as you have so vividly described and as you so 
wholeheartedly intended—your power has to work.” The cruel smile 
returned. “Don’t you suppose?” 

Kahlan couldn’t understand what was happening. She was having 
trouble forming the simplest of thoughts. A cascade of questions and 
confusion overwhelmed her ability to think clearly. 

“But even if it doesn’t respond for you, that power is still resident 
within you and you fully intended to use that power on me, now 
didn’t you? You tried to. You committed to it.” She waggled a finger. 
“That was enough.” 

Kahlan didn’t understand any of it. At that moment, she could only 
understand that she was in trouble and there was no one who could 
help her. 

The Mord-Sith planted a boot in Kahlan’s middle, over the spot 
where she had used her Agiel, and leaned over enough to rest an 
elbow on her knee. “And now you are mine.” 

Kahlan still couldn’t talk and with the boot pressing down, couldn’t 
draw a full breath. The Mord-Sith removed the boot from Kahlan’s 
middle and straightened, rolling her Agiel in her fingers in a 
threatening manner. 

“Now, I asked you a question, Mother Confessor. When I ask you a 


question, I expect an answer.” She leaned down, gritted her teeth, and 
pointed her Agiel at Kahlan’s face. “Is that clear?” 

Kahlan couldn’t make herself stop trembling from the still-lingering 
pain. She supposed that if she weren’t in such a weakened condition, 
she might be able to better tolerate the touch of the Agiel. But, given 
what an Agiel was capable of, probably not a whole lot better. If a 
Mord-Sith wished it, the touch of an Agiel could be fatal. 

What Kahlan couldn’t reconcile in her own mind was how this 
woman could really be Mord-Sith. 

For a moment Erika watched Kahlan’s agony with grim satisfaction. 
Finally, she reached down, seized Kahlan’s hair in her fist, pulled her 
to her feet, and shoved Kahlan toward the door. 

Kahlan finally drew a full breath. Her anger flared. She spun to the 
woman, determined to put a stop to the situation. 

The Agiel again rammed into Kahlan’s middle. 

Kahlan didn’t know how long she lay curled up on the floor the 
second time. She didn’t think she lost consciousness, but the pain had 
been so overwhelming, so all-consuming, that it was hard to tell if she 
had remained fully awake or not. She couldn’t reconcile how long it 
had been. The concept of time seemed to become meaningless and the 
world made no sense. 

There was only the pain. She could think of little else but wanting 
the pain to stop. As angry as she was, as much as she wanted to 
strangle Erika, she wanted the pain to stop. 

Erika leaned over, snatched Kahlan by the hair again, and yanked 
her to her feet. “Enough of this. The abbot is waiting.” 

This time, when the Mord-Sith pushed her toward the door, Kahlan 
didn’t try to fight her. 

“My, my, but you learn quick.” 

Kahlan paused at the door. “How?” That was the only word she 
could get out. 

“How? How what?” 

“How ... You are not loyal to Richard.” 

The woman made a sour face. “Dear Creator no. What would give 
you such a grotesque idea? No, my dear Mother Confessor, I am not 
loyal to the Lord Rahl.” 

“But, that loyalty, that bond to the Lord Rahl, is what powers a 
Mord-Sith’s Agiel.” 

Erica smiled at the chance to reveal the delicious truth. “Lord Arc 
powers my Agiel.” 

“Lord Arc...?” 

“That’s right. Lord Arc is my master. Lord Arc will be everyone’s 
master, just as soon as he finishes getting rid of your dear, dear 
husband.” 


The Mord-Sith opened the door and shoved Kahlan out into a 
hallway. Kahlan stumbled. She managed to get a hand up against the 
far wall to catch her balance and keep from smacking her face against 
the rock. The hall was dimly lit by a few candles and lamps. The 
hallway, like the room, looked to be carved entirely out of stone, but 
it was much less refined. 

She walked hunched from the pain, clutching her middle, panting 
as she waited for the lingering sting of the pain to ease. It was not 
dying out the way regular pain would. 

But more than the pain of the Agiel, far worse than the pain of the 
Agiel, was the agony of how much she missed Richard. It seemed like 
forever since she had seen him. The last time she remembered seeing 
him was back at the palace, not long after Cara and Ben’s wedding. 
She wanted nothing more right then than to be in his arms. 

Kahlan thought that she remembered while in the dreams that he 
had kissed her. She didn’t know if it had been part of one of the 
dreams or if it had been real. She only knew that she missed him more 
than anything. 

Erika shoved Kahlan onward through the halls and corridors. Each 
time they reached an intersection, the Mord-Sith pushed her along, 
shoving her this way or that. Kahlan didn’t know where she was, or 
where she was going. She had been unconscious when she had been 
brought in and it was all a confusing maze to her. 

Kahlan thought she might throw up. She thought she might faint. 
She did neither. Still in lingering pain, she simply stumbled along 
ahead of the woman in black leather. 

As she reached lighter areas with lamps hung on the stone walls at 
regular intervals, areas that widened with some kind of doorways off 
to either side that looked like a honeycomb of homes back in the rock, 
people lined the hallway. All of them stood grimly to the side, heads 
hanging, eyes watching her pass. Kahlan imagined that the Mord-Sith 
was enjoying the spectacle. 

Around a corner, more people stood silently aside in the wide 
corridor. As she passed them, their eyes turned up to peek, unable to 
resist watching the dismal sight of Kahlan stumbling past, groaning in 
helpless agony from both times the Agiel had been used on her. 

The cave broadened out, becoming bright with daylight streaming 
in through a wide opening that was the mouth of the cave. Erika 
snatched Kahlan’s hair and jerked her to a halt. There were people all 
around the cavern, standing back out of the way to the sides of the 
cave. 

Not one of them lifted a finger to try to stop the Mord-Sith or dared 
to voice a protest. Kahlan knew it would have done no good. Worse, it 
would likely only get them hurt. 


She could see through the cave opening that it was heavily overcast 
outside. To her surprise, she saw treetops far below and realized that 
they were some distance up in the side of a mountain, with ground 
level far below. 

Abbot Dreier stood near the edge of the precipice, watching with 
obvious satisfaction at the condition Kahlan was in as well as her 
humiliation. 

Erika dragged Kahlan by her hair near to the edge of the cliff 
opening, beside the abbot. 

“Well there you are, at last,” he said, sounding in good spirits. “I see 
that you and Erika are getting along splendidly.” 

Kahlan glanced out the opening, down the side of the mountain. 
She saw a bit of a trail leading off down the cliff, but she couldn’t 
imagine using such a narrow pathway down the side of the mountain, 
especially in the drizzle. 

“Well, we really must be on our way,” Dreier said. 

Kahlan looked over at him. “You do know, of course, that I am 
going to kill you.” 

His hand instantly came up, halting the Mord-Sith from ramming 
her Agiel into the small of Kahlan’s back. 

“There will be time enough for that,” he said to the Mord-Sith. 

Erika bowed her head. “As you wish, Abbot.” 

“Now,” he said to Kahlan as he gestured to the edge of the cliff at 
the mouth of the cave, “we really must be on our way. Get going.” He 
gestured to the edge of the opening. “Down that way, there.” 

Kahlan took three steps back from the edge. She knew that in her 
shaky condition she would not be able to climb down such a 
treacherous trail without falling. It was all she could do to walk across 
a flat floor. 

Dreier heaved an impatient sigh. 

“Well, Erika, it seems the Mother Confessor prefers the quick way 
down.” 

Without question or delay, Erika took two quick, wide steps toward 
the edge, in the process yanking Kahlan right off her feet by her hair. 

The powerfully strong Mord-Sith stopped abruptly at the edge and 
with a mighty effort swung herself around at the waist and flung 
Kahlan out the opening of the cave, out into the cold gray light. 

She released her grip on Kahlan’s hair as she flew out into thin air. 

Kahlan gasped in shock as she sailed out from the cave opening. 

Her fingers grasped, catching only air. 

She saw nothing below but the ground— 

As that ground raced toward her at an alarming rate and the rush of 
air sucked her breath away, her last thought was how much she loved 
Richard. 
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Richard carefully scanned the area ahead as he made his way down 
through the towering rock formations rising up all around them. 
Samantha peeked out from behind an irregular column of layered rock 
and looked both ways before tiptoeing after him, staying close so as 
not to get separated. 

The spikes of rocks jutting from the rough ground sloped at an 
angle toward the lower valley floor below. The jumble of jagged, 
rocky spires above the low ground rose at a slant that made progress 
too difficult. They needed to get down to lower ground where they 
could make better time. 

Richard had to always balance staying hidden with being able to 
make good progress. Both had their dangers. Too slow and they might 
be too late to save anyone. Trying to go too fast would allow them to 
be spotted and caught. 

At the far side of the broad expanse of more open ground, dark, 
mountainous rock formations rose up, and beyond them the ground 
lifted into ever-higher mountains where tattered gray clouds drifted 
past imposing cliff faces. 

All around them in every direction he could see the occasional 
flicker of the greenish veils of light. Some were far away, but others 
were uncomfortably nearby. Fortunately, in the gloomy daylight the 
flickering, eerie light stood out all the more and always caught their 
attention. Richard remained especially wary whenever the ominous 
curtains of shimmering luminescence came toward them. Whenever 
that happened, Richard was quick to move out of the area. 

The third kingdom was an ever-changing landscape of rocky ground 
with the green walls of the underworld wandering and mixing with 
the world of life. It was not a place where he could ever feel safe. 

Richard was exhausted from lack of sleep, the difficult journey, and 
the constant tension that kept them on high alert. Once through the 
gates, they had pressed on almost the entire night before, not wanting 
to stop, fearing to stop, fearing to fall asleep for long in such a place. 

Besides that, they knew they were getting closer to the land of the 
Shun-tuk, where they expected that their friends and loved ones were 
being held, and both he and Samantha were eager to press on. They 


suspected that they were close to the strange half people’s homeland, 
because they had spotted a number of them making their way south 
along the broad valley floor. 

It confirmed that progress down lower would be quicker, but 
Richard also realized that down lower they were more likely to 
encounter half people. 

The people Richard saw making their way along the valley floor all 
looked like the bodies he remembered seeing near the wagon, after he 
had woken up. Traveling in clusters of at least a few dozen, these 
people he was seeing now had the same ashen coloring wiped all over 
their bodies, with shaved heads and black around their eyes. Many 
had what looked to be dangling strings of teeth and bones. There was 
no doubt in Richard’s mind that these were the Shun-tuk. The farther 
north they went, the more of them they saw, so he figured that he and 
Samantha had to be getting near their domain. At least he knew they 
were going in the right direction. 

Getting closer to their objective, and in such dangerous country, 
neither Richard nor Samantha had wanted to stop for long the night 
before. They had found a small opening in the confusing jumble of the 
rock formations and wedged their way in, out of sight of anyone 
passing nearby. It reminded him of the place they had weathered the 
storm of wood fragments when Samantha had unleashed such 
devastation that wiped out the half people who wanted to eat them. 

They had gotten precious few hours of fitful sleep, but it couldn’t be 
helped, not when they were this close. Not when Richard could 
imagine the captives nearby, hoping for help, hoping for rescue. He 
didn’t want to waste a moment for anything, even sleep. Samantha 
was of the same mind. 

He knew that sooner or later they would need to rest, him even 
more so, but he knew he couldn’t allow it to slow him down. He could 
feel the inner poison working on him. He knew that it was only going 
to get worse. Samantha had said as much, so to his way of thinking, 
the faster he could pull Zedd and Nicci out of captivity, the faster they 
could heal him. He knew the options and had made the choice he 
thought made most sense: press on. 

Speed was life—his, and everyone else’s. 

He kept thinking that if they slowed, and if he then reached the 
captives and they had been killed only a few hours earlier, he would 
never forgive himself for not making the best speed he possibly could. 

He supposed that he wouldn’t live long enough to feel the pangs of 
regret if he didn’t succeed, but the fear still kept him moving. 

Crossing the open area, Richard didn’t see any of the Shun-tuk, only 
flocks of black birds off in the distance against the slate gray sky. It 
was so heavily overcast that it nearly felt like dusk. He wondered if 


some of that dimness to the day was from his inner darkness. 

The floor of the valley was strewn with broken shale, and in a 
swath along the valley floor stretched a broad expanse of standing 
water. It looked like it might be runoff from farther north that had 
settled in the low area in the center between the rising land to either 
side. The water was slightly chalky-looking, but clear enough to see 
that it was never more than ankle-deep. Because the shelves of rock 
jutting at an angle from the ground to the side had grown so tightly 
packed, they needed to cross the expanse of water to get to an area 
where they could make easier progress. Unfortunately, it was also the 
area that anyone else would have to use. 

“Do you think it’s awfully dark here?” Richard asked as they 
trudged into the shallow lake. “Or is it just me?” 

“No,” Samantha said in a quiet voice, trying to walk through the 
water without splashing too much of it up onto herself, “it’s not you. 
It is darker here.” She pointed. “Look over there. Looks like storm 
clouds gathering.” 

“Its a good thing we’re crossing now, then. If there is a storm it 
could bring a flash flood down through here and wash us away.” 

Richard was relieved when they finally made it across the open, 
shallow water and were back on dry ground. Random fingers of rock 
jutting up from the uneven ground provided some cover. They wove 
their way through that rocky landscape, staying down closer to the 
valley floor and away from the taller spires that congregated in great 
enough numbers to hinder progress. 

Spikes of rock thrust up all around, as if a porcupine were trying to 
emerge from beneath the ground. It made for an endless, confusing 
maze. Often the rock hid any point of reference. Richard tried to keep 
the taller mountains on their left in sight so he could know that he 
was going north, but in among the rocky spires it wasn’t always 
possible. 

At least the darkness was making it easier to see the flickering veils 
of green luminescence that came into the world of life from time to 
time. At times they watched as the curtains of eerie light dragged 
across the landscape and among the columns of rock like ghosts 
looking for a place to haunt. It occurred to Richard that that might not 
be too far from the truth. In a place where the world of life and the 
world of the dead existed in the same place, death probably looked to 
harvest any life it could catch. 

After crossing another section of open ground, as they reached the 
concealing safety of columns and jumbles of rocks, Richard had to 
come to a stop. Blocking his intended course was an undulating green 
wall that abruptly rippled up into view before them between two 
towering fists of rock. 


This time, through the greenish veil they could see dark figures on 
the other side—arms and legs writhing in continual turmoil. The 
shadowy shapes looked like the dead, lost beyond the veil, seeking a 
way out, or maybe seeking company in their misery. 

It was a sight that brought both Richard and Samantha to an uneasy 
halt. At once frightened and at the same time beguiled, they had a 
hard time looking away. It was a sight seen by few people on the 
living side of death. 

Richard put a hand on Samantha’s shoulder and nudged her off 
ahead of him, to his right, on a different route through the rocks. Even 
as she turned, her gaze stayed fixed on the moaning shapes beyond 
the billowing greenish veil. 

“This way,” Richard said. “Try not to look at them.” 

“It’s hard not to,” she said back over her shoulder. 

“I know,” Richard said in soft reassurance. 

Almost before he had finished saying it, another wavering greenish 
veil abruptly loomed up before them, as if it had just risen from the 
underworld itself. 

It came into view so swiftly that Richard almost stepped into it, 
almost touched it. It was so close that he could see forms moving 
beyond the opaque wall, pushing against it in places to make it stretch 
and bulge outward. 

Richard took a quick step back. 

“Lord Rahl?” Samantha called from the other side of the green veil. 

He had pushed Samantha out ahead, directing her to a different 
route, and the veil had come up between the two of them as she had 
been out in front of him. 

“Tt’s all right, Samantha. I’m all right.” 

“Lord Rahl, I can hear you, but I can’t see you.” 

There was no mistaking the alarm in her voice. “It’s all right, 
Samantha. I’m right here. Stay back from it. Don’t go near it. Pl come 
to you.” 

He turned a different way, going around it to get to Samantha. He 
made his way around a few of the imposing spires of rock to find a 
passage around the green veil. 

Another curtain of the undulating green luminescence materialized, 
sliding in among the stone crags, as if carried in on an ill breeze. It 
stopped him in his tracks, preventing him from going the way he had 
intended in order to get around the first veil separating them. 

“Lord Rahl, you’re scaring me. Where are you?” 

“Right here. I’m okay. I just have to go around another way, that’s 
all. Hold on. Pll be right there.” 

The soaring rock spires all around created a maze that was made all 
the more difficult to navigate by routes being blocked by the flickering 


greenish veils of light. 

As he turned to the left to go around a different way, another green 
veil appeared. This time, it felt deliberate, as if it somehow intended 
to block him from advancing and getting around. When he turned 
back, there was another already blocking his way. 

“Lord Rahl?” came her voice in among the rock walls as another 
greenish curtain drifted in behind him, blocking any retreat. 

There was only one way left open, and when he raced for it he had 
to skid to a stop as it, too, became blocked with the menacing green 
veil. He realized that he was surrounded. He would have to wait until 
the boundary walls to the underworld moved on. 

“Samantha, listen to me. Do you have green walls blocking your 
way?” 

“No. But I can’t find you. I can’t see you anymore. I can hear you, 
but not very well. I can’t see you.” 

Richard was now completely surrounded by flickering, wavering, 
greenish light spanning every gap and escape route in the rock. He 
was trapped. 

He knew that something was going on. This was not random. 

This was deliberate. 

Richard knew that he had only moments before the walls closed in 
and enveloped him. 

“Samantha, can you hear me?” 

“Barely.” 

“Are you all right?” 

“Yes.” 

“Listen to me. Don’t ask questions. Don’t talk back and don’t 
hesitate. Just do what I say. Understand?” 

“Yes, Lord Rahl?” 

“Run. Get away. Do it now.” 

Richard heard the crunch of small rocks from her footsteps. She was 
running. He sighed in relief at that much as the sound of her footsteps 
disappeared into the distance. 

And then Richard was alone, surrounded by the world of the dead. 
He could see them—spirits of the dead—writhing beyond that eerie, 
opaque, greenish veil, hungry to get at him, to pull him in. 
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Richard began to see another shadowed form through the slowly 
swelling, flowing, rippling curtain of glimmering greenish 
luminescence. 

This form, though, was different from all the others. 

This one was not moving. 

The green veil on that one side in front of him began to fade, then 
to dissolve. It dissipated into the air before him until Richard was 
once again able to see the rocky world beyond. The green walls of the 
underworld to the sides and behind remained in place, blocking any 
retreat, but the way ahead was once more open. 

Richard glanced to the sides, as much as he could, anyway, to look 
beyond the stone spires and the remaining prison of green, looking for 
any sign of Samantha. He didn’t see her anywhere. He was relieved 
that she had done as he said. 

Something was going on and he was thankful that she hadn’t been 
trapped along with him. As long as she was still free, she might still be 
able to do something to help the others escape. Although she was still 
very young, Richard didn’t discount her ability or her determination. 
As long as one of them was still free and could act, there was still a 
chance to save the others. 

In the deep shadows between the spires of stone not far in the 
distance a man in dark robes stood silently watching. It was the same 
form Richard had seen, unmoving, beyond the veil of the underworld. 
Now that the green shroud was gone, the shadowed form remained, 
confirming that this was not one of the dead from beyond the veil of 
life. Behind the man, off to his left side just a bit, was another form in 
the deeper shadows that he couldn’t quite make out. 

Once the green luminescence over the underworld had evaporated 
from the world of life, the man who had been waiting beyond that 
opening into the underworld began to step forward out of the 
shadows. 

When he came into the muted light of the overcast afternoon, 
Richard stood in stunned silence. 

The whites of the man’s eyes were bloodred. 

It looked as if his eyes had been deliberately tattooed a bright blood 


red, making the dark iris and pupil seem as if they were looking out 
from a fiery world—or perhaps from the underworld itself. It was as 
disconcerting as any gaze Richard had ever seen. 

Even as otherworldly as his eyes looked, this man was clearly not 
an apparition from the world of the dead. Richard could tell that he 
was real enough, that he was flesh and blood. 

Although it was that flesh that was the most disturbing aspect of the 
man. It was perhaps the most ghastly thing Richard had ever seen this 
side of death. 

Every bit of the man not hidden by his dark robes was covered with 
tattooed symbols. 

Symbols Richard recognized. 

His flesh was not simply covered with the designs, but rather the 
tattoos were layered over the top of one another countless times so 
that the skin looked something other than human. As far as Richard 
could see, there was no spot that was not tattooed with some part or 
element of the circular designs, each one randomly laid over others 
that lay over yet others, all layer upon layer so that there was not one 
spot of untouched skin visible anywhere. 

The top layers appeared to be the darkest, with designs underneath 
being lighter, and the ones under those lighter yet. It was as if they 
were continually being absorbed down into his flesh and new ones 
had to be constantly added over the top of those already vanishing 
down into his flesh. It gave them an endless, bottomless appearance, a 
tangled complexity that was dizzying, as if the symbols were 
continually seething up from underneath in a sea of something dark 
and dreadful. 

The ever-deeper levels of the designs gave the man’s skin a three- 
dimensional appearance. The endless layers made it hard to tell just 
where the surface of the skin actually was in all the floating elements, 
lending the flesh a shadowy, somewhat hazy, somewhat ghostly 
aspect. 

The way the underlayers were lighter than the ones on top of them 
made each symbol distinct and recognizable, regardless of how many 
layers down in the design it lay, or how tightly packed they all were. 
All the different symbols, linked designs, and complex elements varied 
in size. There seemed to be an endless variety to the patterns within 
the designs, but each of those symbols contributed meaning to the 
larger, circular elements. 

The man’s hands and wrists, from what Richard could see of them 
where they emerged from his black coat, were completely covered 
with the same kinds of designs. Even his rather long fingernails 
appeared to be tattooed beneath, with the designs visible right 
through the nail itself. 


His neck above his tight collar, like everywhere else, was covered 
with the designs ringing his throat. His face—every part of his face— 
was covered with the same sort of emblems. There were hundreds, if 
not thousands, on his face alone. When he blinked those terrible red 
eyes, Richard saw that his eyelids were tattooed as well. Even his ears, 
every fold and as far down inside as Richard was able to see, were 
completely covered with the symbols on top of circular symbols on 
top of yet more of the symbols. There were so many circular symbols 
that, in a way, it almost looked less like simple tattoos and more like 
they were a manifestation of black thoughts boiling to the surface 
from within. 

While the man’s bald head was covered over with the same kinds of 
designs, one of them, larger than all the rest, dominated them all. The 
bottom edge of that large circle crossed over the bridge of his nose, 
going out over his cheeks to each side beneath his eyes, and then up 
and around just above his ears to cover the rest of the crown of the 
skull. Inside the circle was another, and between them a ring of runes. 

A triangle sitting within the inner circle crossed horizontally just 
above the man’s brow. Smaller, secondary circular symbols floating 
outside the points of the triangle that broke the circles covered each 
temple with the third at the point of the triangle on the back of his 
head. The way it was laid out made it appear as if the man was 
glaring out with those haunting red eyes from within the circular 
symbol itself, as if he were glaring out from the underworld. 

In the center of the triangle, toward the front of the man’s skull, 
was a backward figure nine. 

Richard recognized not only all the designs, but that one in 
particular. 

That familiar tattoo covering the top of the man’s bald head was 
darker than all the others, not just because it looked to be the most 
recently added, but because the lines composing it were heavier. Even 
so, lying as it was over layers of hundreds of other random emblems, 
it was evident that it was merely a part of a much larger purpose. 

All the tattoos, in all their many different designs, were still 
variations of the same basic themes, much as letters in an alphabet 
were all of a set. There were symbols laid out in circles of every size, 
even circles within circles within circles, with some of the symbols 
contained within those circles made up of other, smaller designs and 
elements that Richard recognized as well. It was a disturbing sight to 
see a man so given over to such an occult purpose. 

It all made him a dark, living, moving, fluid illustration, with every 
design down through the countless layers clearly discernible, and 
clearly with a purpose. 

Richard was especially disturbed by the central design covering the 


top part of the man’s face and skull, the one with the backward figure 
nine. Like the rest of the symbols all over the man, it, too, was in the 
language of Creation. 

Richard also recognized all too well that looking out from the 
symbol as the man was, the figure nine at the heart of it would not be 
backward to him. 

That particular symbol was the same one as on the omen machine, 
and on the cover of the book, Regula, that went with the machine. It 
was a symbol that linked it all to Richard. 

The man’s red eyes went to Richard’s hand gripping the hilt of his 
sword still sitting in its scabbard, before returning to look into 
Richard’s eyes, as if he were looking into his soul. 

“Lord Rahl,” the man said in a voice that was as unsettling as his 
flesh, “how kind of you to visit my land of Fajin Province.” 

Richard’s brow twitched. “Bishop Hannis Arc?” 

Hannis Arc was the leader of Fajin Province. 

The man bowed his head. “Actually, it’s Lord Arc.” 
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“Lord Arc,” Richard said in a flat tone. “I was told that it was Bishop 
Hannis Arc.” 

The man smiled insincerely. “My previous title.” He dismissed it 
with an annoyed flourish of a tattooed hand. “I am now Lord Arc, 
soon to be... well, it’s of no concern at the moment. We have more 
important business that awaits us.” 

The shadow behind the man finally stepped forward to stand beside 
him. 

Richard was stunned to see that it was a Mord-Sith in red leather— 
a tall, very attractive, and a very dangerous-looking Mord-Sith. 

He was more stunned to see that the blond-haired woman was not a 
Mord-Sith that he recognized—and he knew them all. At least, he 
thought he did. This one, he thought, must have been hiding under a 
rock. A rock in the dark lands. 

Hannis Arc held out an introductory hand as he smiled in 
satisfaction at Richard’s surprise. “This is Mistress Vika.” 

Not only did he not recognize her, Richard had never heard any 
Mord-Sith mention the name Vika. 

Hannis Arc turned to the woman. “You see, Vika? You worry for 
nothing. It is as I said. I leave the bread crumbs, and Lord Rahl follows 
them.” 

She smiled in response but held Richard’s gaze with her steely blue 
eyes. “Yes, Lord Arc.” 

Hannis Arc turned back, also looking Richard in the eye as he 
spoke. “He is but a little pet, thinking he is going when he chooses, 
when he wants, and where he wants, when someone else is actually 
holding his leash.” 

“What’s this about?” Richard asked as calmly as he could, 
reminding himself not to lose his temper. 

He needed to think, to figure out what was going on. He knew that 
he couldn’t do that if he gave himself over to a fit of rage, as satisfying 
as that might be. Better to stall for time and find out all he could. 
Better to find out exactly what kind of danger he was really up 
against. He knew that the more questions he could ask, and the more 
he let these two talk, the more time he would gain himself to try to 


think of a way out of the trap he found himself in. 

“Well, you see, Lord Rahl, everything was going along as I wanted, 
but then the Hedge Maid nearly spoiled my plans. Seems as though 
she had an obsession with that blood lust that so overpowers her kind. 
But I guess that you have already learned all too much about that. 

“Because of her failure to carry out my perfectly reasonable and 
carefully thought out requests, it became necessary to change my 
plans. In the end, however, I saw to it that it worked to my advantage, 
as all things eventually do. 

“You see, I always take into account the alternate paths that others 
might choose to take because of their more limited nature so that if 
need be I am able to alter my own plans. Because of that, I was 
prepared and able to take advantage of the situation as it presented 
itself. You were only too accommodating and as a result it worked to 
my advantage even better than I could have dreamed up in the 
beginning. 

“You see, in the beginning, I was wondering how I would deal with 
your well-known and quite dangerous abilities, but now, thanks to the 
obstinate nature of that filthy little Hedge Maid, that hazard has been 
taken care of as well.” 

Richard wasn’t sure exactly what the man was talking about. When 
he didn’t respond, Hannis Arc, as Richard expected, leaned forward a 
little to elaborate. 

“T am referring to the touch of death she planted within you that 
prevents your gift from functioning. Its presence within you interferes 
with the function of the Grace.” The sly smile reappeared. “Yes, I 
know about that. Seems she did me a favor by defanging you for me. 
Knowing her nature I allowed her to play out her own needs in order 
to serve mine. I knew what she would try to do, and I knew you 
would have to stop her.” 

Richard wondered what part prophecy had played in that. 

Hannis Arc straightened, pleased with himself. “You see? My 
patience serves me well and it all works to my advantage in the end.” 

Richard saw that back in the shadows figures were beginning to 
appear as if materializing out of the rock itself. At first he saw only a 
few, but within moments there were hundreds emerging from behind 
the rock. They all looked the same. 

Shun-tuk. 

“So what is this grand plan of yours, anyway?” Richard asked as 
offhandedly as he could, still stalling for time. “What’s your little 
scheme all about?” 

“All in good time.” He couldn’t seem to keep himself from adding 
“And not so little.” 

“Really? You expect me to believe that from the dark recesses of 


Fajin Province in your dark little domain, you have cooked up some 
elaborate grand plan that the world is going to care about?” 

Fajin Province had contributed soldiers to the effort of stopping the 
Imperial Order. Some of those men even served in the First File back 
at the palace. It was disheartening to realize that this place that had 
fought with them was never really on their side. Or, at least, their 
leader wasn’t. He had only pretended loyalty. 

Richard wondered how many other leaders of other lands who 
smiled so pleasantly to his face really wanted to stab him in the back. 

They had won the war, won the peace. Richard found such 
treachery not only infuriating, but disheartening. He had thought that 
there was going to be peace. Zedd had warned him that there was 
nothing so dangerous as peace. Richard should have taken his 
grandfather’s words more seriously. 

Hannis Arc smiled, as if trying to decide whether he wanted to kill 
Richard on the spot for disparaging his revelation of a carefully 
planned grand scheme, or continue to torment him to some purpose. 
In the end, he turned and bowed a little as he held an arm out in 
feigned, polite invitation. 

“Come with us, if you please, Lord Rahl, and we will show you a bit 
of my grand plans. Then you can decide for yourself if you think the 
world will care.” 

The green walls of death still stood to the sides and behind, 
preventing any escape. 

“Do I have a choice?” Richard asked. 

Hannis Arc smiled in a way that made Richard’s blood run cold. 

“Not really.” 

“Well, even so, I’m sorry,” Richard said. “I’m afraid that I have 
other plans, and they don’t include you.” 

The shadow of a dark look came across Hannis Arc’s tattooed face. 
The man lifted a finger in Richard’s direction. 

Sudden pain knifing through Richard’s skull took him to his knees 
in a heartbeat. His eyes bulged as his hands went to the sides of his 
head. It felt like bolts of lightning were crackling in through his ears. 
The sound of it inside his head was deafening, the pain withering. 

Hannis Arc withdrew the pointed finger, and the pain lifted with it. 
Richard fell forward onto his hands as he gasped a breath. 

“T can do this all day,” the man said. “Can you?” 

Richard struggled to return to his feet, still panting to catch his 
breath. 

“T think I can, Bishop,” Richard said, deliberately using the man’s 
lower title. “Please continue.” 

“Let me have a few minutes with him, Lord Arc,” Vika said with 
menacing impatience. “I will teach him to be more respectful.” 


He dismissed her suggestion with a wave. “Later.” 

She bowed her head. “As you wish, Lord Arc.” 

Richard wished he knew where in the world she had come from, 
and why he didn’t know anything about her. 

“Enough of this,” Hannis Arc said, dispensing with the polite tone, 
falling back on his true nature. “If you want to see your friends again,” 
he said to Richard, “you will come with me.” 

He started away, but then turned back. “By the way, I believe you 
understand how the power of a Mord-Sith works. Draw your weapon, 
and Vika will own you.” 

“Vika,” Richard said, addressing her directly and ignoring her 
master. “What are you doing here, with him? Mord-Sith serve the Lord 
Rahl.” 

“Not all of us,” she said with that unique, chilling smile of a Mord- 
Sith. “Not anymore.” 

“What do you mean, not anymore?” 

“We used to serve the House of Rahl, as had always been our 
tradition, but when Darken Rahl sent us on missions to Fajin Province 
in his name, some of us accepted Lord Arc’s invitation to join with 
him, instead. We chose to serve him, and remain under his protection 
from the Lord Rahl.” 

Richard nodded. “I understand, Vika. Darken Rahl was an evil man. 
I know how he treated the Mord-Sith. Believe me, he harmed me as 
well. In the end, I killed him.” 

She smiled again. “Good for you.” The smile vanished. She spun her 
Agiel up into her fist. “Now do as you were told and come along, or I 
will make you wish that you had not hesitated.” 

Richard knew that there was a time and place for everything, 
including a time and place to stand and fight. There was even a time 
and place to try to explain things. This was not either. Especially not 
in front of Hannis Arc. 

He also knew what Mord-Sith were made of. They were universally 
feared for good reason. It was not a fight he really wanted to have. He 
looked at the determination in her steely blue eyes, and beyond to the 
hundreds of Shun-tuk that had appeared from nowhere. 

This was not the time and place to stand and fight. 

More than that, though, he knew these people were likely 
responsible for capturing his friends. Going with them was bound to 
be the quickest and easiest way to find out where Zedd, Nicci, Cara, 
Ben, and all the rest of them were being held. 

Once he knew that, then maybe it would be the time to stand and 
fight. 

Richard bowed his head. “Please, Bishop, Mistress Vika, lead the 
way.” 
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In a grim mood, Richard followed behind Hannis Arc as he marched 
off in the direction of the rock towers in the distance. As he passed the 
mass of rugged stone spires, yet more of the chalky-looking Shun-tuk 
emerged from the shadows to close in on both sides of him and from 
behind. 

They were as forbidding a people as he had ever seen. All of them, 
even the women, were bare-chested. The most they wore above their 
waists were strings of beads, bones, and teeth, much of those worn 
around their upper arms. 

All of them were smeared with a chalky white substance over every 
bit of skin not covered with their simple, sparse clothing. In a way, the 
white pigment was their dress. Most of them, including a number of 
the women, had shaved their heads. A few of them, including a few of 
the women, had topknots of hair wound with strings of bones and 
teeth to make the hair stand up in a plume. He didn’t know if it was a 
mark of rank, another method of adornment, or meant to make them 
look more intimidating. 

Smeared in the chalky white coloring, they were an unpleasant, 
savage-looking lot. They looked human, but in a way they looked less 
than that. 

They all peered at him with hungry, grim expressions. The eyes of 
all the Shun-tuk looked haunted, surrounded as they were with rough 
circles of dark, greasy soot. Some of their faces had a skull’s death grin 
painted over their lips and cheeks with the same dark grease, so that 
they looked like skulls rather than living people with flesh on their 
bones. It was as if they wanted to celebrate the part of them that was 
dead. 

That made sense in view of the fact that these weren’t really living 
people. They were half people, part of the third kingdom that existed 
somewhere between life and death. These people had no souls, no 
connection to the Grace, no spark from Creation that would follow 
them through their lives and into the underworld. 

For now, they existed in neither the world of life nor the world of 
death. They were of a third kingdom. 

Richard was unhappy to know that he, too, was of that kingdom 


and he had the shadow of that netherworld haunting him. 

It was more than unsettling to be among such a gathering of half 
people. These were beings who, given the chance, would fall on him, 
rip him apart, and devour him to try to steal his soul. 

As they went deeper into the endless expanse of spiked rock 
sticking up from the ground everywhere, the air grew darker overhead 
with a hazy layer of smoke. It smelled like sulfur. It was so thick in 
places that Richard couldn’t see the tops of the taller rock projections. 

The endless march felt like walking through a stone forest, with 
drifting smoke for a forest canopy. He began to spot places where that 
smoke was rising from cracks in the ground. The farther they went, 
the more prevalent the fissures became until he sometimes had to step 
over them and through the choking gray smoke. Green light shone up 
through many of those cracks, as if they were walking on rock that 
floated on the surface of the underworld itself. 

To the sides, Richard saw openings in the craggy stone walls. Some 
looked shallow, but others went back into blackness. Acrid smoke rose 
from the cracked ground around them to add to the hazy layer 
overhead. 

Deeper into the canyons among the stone columns, the spires began 
to take on the look of massive bundles of reeds that had turned to 
stone. Many of the individual stone rods that were bundled into the 
rock spires were broken off at different lengths, giving each column a 
jagged top. The ground was littered with those broken rodlike pieces 
of stone. In some places towers had fallen apart and had collapsed 
across the ground to leave a deep detritus that was difficult to walk 
through. In the distance off to the sides the columns merged together 
to become immense stone buttes. 

As they made their way along a winding course among the network 
of deep, dark canyons created by the spires, Richard saw more of the 
Shun-tuk back in the dark recesses, peering out with those haunting, 
hungry, painted-on black eye sockets. 

Farther into the confusing landscape, the rock changed and in 
among the spires was rock that looked to have once been liquid that 
flooded the place and then froze to stone. It was darker and full of 
holes. Richard saw more frequent openings in the rock. The larger 
masses of rock were riddled with every size of jagged hole. In places 
the flow of stone closed in overhead to make bridges and arches. 
Those, too, grew in number, creating a network of covered chasms. In 
places, the rock covering them thickened so that for brief spans it was 
like going through caves. 

It felt as if the rugged landscape was bit by bit swallowing them up. 

The Shun-tuk seemed to grow in number by the moment, coming 
out of openings in the rock to either watch, or join the procession. As 


they moved deeper into the snarled mass of rock, it seemed as if they 
began making their way through a cave system that over time had 
become partially exposed to the world above. The farther they went, 
the more the stone closed in overhead, until after a while, they were 
in a network of passages that were almost entirely underground. From 
time to time he saw gray overcast, but then they would again move 
into dark underground passageways. 

As those passages, those holes riddling the rock, grew dark enough, 
torches were finally used to light the way. Eventually, as they moved 
deeper, the rock completely closed in overhead so that they were 
totally underground. Many of the grim, chalky half people brought 
torches with them as they emerged from holes, tunnels, and gaps 
everywhere in the rock. 

In some of the passageways off to the sides, Richard saw silent 
figures standing, as if guarding the passage. They were not Shun-tuk. 
They were the awakened dead. The corpses, one with a shoulder bone 
sticking from dried, crumbling, leathery skin, all watched with 
glowing red eyes. 

Richard gave up trying to keep track of how he would ever find his 
way back out of the place. The entire network of caves was 
honeycombed with countless openings. He realized that he was 
hopelessly lost in the underground labyrinth. He wondered if he 
would ever have to face the problem of finding a way out. 

They came to a series of caverns off to the sides that were shut off, 
some with rough planks that looked to serve as doors, or barriers. 
Other openings, though, were closed off with sheets of the wavering 
greenish underworld luminescence. 

When Richard saw a figure standing beyond one of those curtains of 
green, he stopped to look. He could tell that it wasn’t one of the spirits 
that could be seen back in the world of the dead. This figure didn’t 
move the same, didn’t writhe and wail. It moved then stood still, like 
a man would. He knew that it was a person trapped on the other side 
of the green wall. It occurred to him that the veil of the underworld 
might be serving as a kind of prison door. 

The Mord-Sith jabbed him lightly in the back of the shoulder with 
her Agiel to keep him moving. He put a hand over his shoulder as he 
stumbled ahead, comforting the unexpected stab of pain. From ample 
experience he knew that the pain could have been far worse, had she 
intended it. This time she had only intended to prod him along. 

Not much farther along, Hannis Arc stopped and turned, watching 
Richard, Vika, and the mass of silent, whitewashed half people coming 
up around and behind Richard. When Richard came to a halt, Hannis 
Arc silently gestured to the Mord-Sith. 

She understood what he wanted. 


“Give me your sword,” she said as she moved around in front of 
Richard. “You won’t be needing it.” 

Handing over his sword was about the last thing in the world he 
wanted to do, but his options were pretty limited. He could draw the 
weapon and fight, but there was no way he could hold off the horde of 
Shun-tuk all around him. His first target, of course, would have been 
Hannis Arc, but the man had already demonstrated his occult powers, 
so such an attack would swiftly prove pointless. Lastly, trying to use 
the weapon against a Mord-Sith was a mistake that he had made once 
before in his life. He would not make that same mistake again. 

Vika lifted her hands out. Richard pulled the baldric off over his 
head and laid the sheathed sword in her upturned palms. 

She looked a bit surprised. “Very good, Lord Rahl. If I didn’t know 
better, I would think that you had already been trained by a Mord- 
Sith.” 

Without saying anything, Hannis Arc gestured to the half people 
crowded in close. 

One of the Shun-tuk shoved Richard, turning him down a different 
tunnel to the left side. Once into the opening, Hannis Arc gracefully 
lifted a hand and a glimmering green veil rose over the opening, 
trapping Richard behind it. 
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Richard, feeling naked without his sword, looked around in his sudden 
solitude, the greenish veil providing light enough to see by. He paced 
for a time, frustrated, angry, and feeling cornered not only by the 
shimmering green luminescence confining him in a chamber in the 
rock, but by the entire situation. 

He had hoped that this would lead him to where Zedd, Nicci, Cara, 
and the others were being held captive. He suspected that he had to 
be close to them, but locked in such a spot he didn’t know how he 
would get to them. 

It was obvious that Hannis Arc had long been plotting something, 
and Richard had been completely unaware of the man’s treacherous 
scheming. Richard didn’t know for sure what the man had planned or 
what his ultimate goal was, but Richard had some ideas and none of 
them were good. 

He hated the feeling of being too far behind the flow of events, of 
feeling that he had been trapped before he even realized that anything 
was going on. Not only had the barrier to the third kingdom, built in 
Naja Moon’s time back during the ancient war, finally failed, but at 
the same time Hannis Arc was planning something ominous. It seemed 
obvious enough that the two events, the barrier failing and Hannis Arc 
capturing Richard, were connected. 

He admonished himself for concentrating so much mental effort on 
the problem rather than trying to think of a way out of the situation. 
He was in the dark about Hannis Arc’s plans. He couldn’t know the 
extent of the problem and it was useless guessing. 

At least Samantha had gotten away. That meant the situation wasn’t 
hopeless. Hannis Arc either didn’t care about her, or he hadn’t yet 
managed to catch her. Most likely he didn’t consider her a serious 
threat and so he didn’t concern himself with her. It was Richard he 
wanted. 

Richard knew that he had to think of solutions rather than fret 
about the problem. He needed to tackle the obstacles one at a time. 
The immediate solution he needed was to see if there was a way to get 
out of the prison he found himself in. He had to put his mind to that, 
first. 


Setting aside the swirl of worries and questions, he began exploring 
the irregular area in which he found himself confined. 

There was a wooden bucket of water near a wall, but no food. He 
soon discovered that there were openings everywhere through the 
rock. Most of them were small dark holes he could fit no more than a 
finger or hand into. There were a few other openings barely large 
enough to possibly squeeze himself through, but they were dark as 
pitch. Richard suspected they led nowhere, so he would save them as 
a last resort to try. It would do him no good to try to wriggle through 
and get stuck. There were larger openings, like the one he had come 
in through, but they, too, were blocked with the glowing green walls. 

Richard was careful to stay clear of that wavering greenish 
luminescence. He had been uncomfortably close to such boundaries to 
the underworld before, but he was unsure of the exact properties of 
the ones in this place. After all, Hannis Arc had commanded them into 
existence. It was impossible to know if the boundary between life and 
death behaved differently in the third kingdom, where life and death 
existed together, or if they behaved like others he had encountered in 
the past. More importantly, after coming through the gates into the 
third kingdom, those boundaries were not fixed—they moved. He 
didn’t want to be too close and have one of these unexpectedly engulf 
him. All the more reason to keep his distance from the wavering 
greenish veil. 

As he glanced around, the thought occurred to him that the 
boundary veils blocking him in the prison might start closing in on 
him in order to pull him into the underworld. That seemed unlikely, 
though. Hannis Arc could have simply let the Shun-tuk have him if he 
had wanted Richard dead. 

No, Hannis Arc had wanted him alive for some purpose. Maybe the 
same reason he had taken the others captive rather than kill them. 
Richard wished he knew what that purpose could be. 

Sighing in frustration, he stuffed his hands into his back pockets as 
he walked around, inspecting every inch of his prison. He saw nothing 
useful and no way out. It seemed a very secure dungeon. 

He hoped that Samantha hadn’t been caught by the Shun-tuk. In the 
back of his mind he constantly worried about her. 

He considered the way he had able to call to her beyond the 
greenish veil trapping him. He remembered that she could hear him, 
but could not see him through the greenish veil. 

That thought gave him an idea. 

He went to one of the passages covered over with a glimmering 
sheet of the green light. 

“Is anyone there?” he called out. 

When he called out again and still received no answer back other 


than the echo of his own voice, he went down the line to the next veil 
blocking an opening, and then another, calling out at each one. 

“Can anyone hear me? Is anyone there?” 

“Richard?” came the weak echo of a voice he knew. 

Richard spun around to where the voice had come from across the 
irregular chamber. He rushed to the other side of his prison, to the 
green veil floating in the opening on that side. 

“Zedd? Zedd is that you?” 

“Dear spirits—Richard!” the voice echoed back. 

It sounded distant, as if it was several chambers away, and it wasn’t 
very loud, but it was enough to hear and it was unmistakable. Zedd’s 
voice sounded choked with tears. That tormented sound in his 
grandfather’s voice terrified Richard. 

“Zedd, yes, it’s me. Are you all right?” 

The answer was a long moment in coming. 

“Yes, my boy. I’m alive.” 

That wasn’t the answer Richard had been hoping for. 

“Zedd, are you all right? What are they doing to you?” 

He waited a moment until the answer finally came. “They’re 
bleeding us.” 

“Bleeding you? They’re taking your blood?” 

“Yes.” 

Richard pounded a fist against the stone wall beside the opening 
blocked by the greenish luminescence. 

“Why?” 

“It’s a long story. I’ve seen a few of the others. And some people I 
don’t know. They bleed them as well, gifted and nongifted alike.” 

Richard remembered how Jit had been bleeding Kahlan and 
drinking her blood. He had to remind himself to slow his breathing 
and stay calm. He had to keep his wits if he was to figure something 
out. 

It was all he could do not to try to dive through the greenish 
boundary of the underworld to get to his grandfather. 

“Pm sorry they have you, too, my boy. But it is heartwarming to 
hear your voice.” 

The anguish in Zedd’s voice was unmistakable. Zedd rarely sounded 
that despairing. 

“Zedd, hang on. I’ll think of something.” 

Richard could hear a soft chuckle. “That’s the Richard I’ve missed 
so much.” 

Richard swallowed. “Zedd, what do they want with your blood. 
Why are they taking your blood?” 

“They are using it to try to raise the dead.” 

Richard blinked. “What?” 


“They don’t do much talking, but from what I can gather, they 
think that the blood of the gifted can somehow bring the dead back to 
life.” 

“That’s crazy, but it’s far from the craziest thing I’ve heard 
recently.” 

The silence dragged on for a moment before Zedd spoke again. 

“So tired ... Richard, I have to rest. So tired...” 

Richard was nodding. “It’s all right, Zedd. Rest. Pll think of 
something. Pll get us out of here, I swear I will. Hang on. Rest for 
now. Save your strength.” 

“Hush. They’re coming for me again. I love you, my boy....” 

Zedd’s voice trailed off. 

Richard pounded the side of his fist against the wall again as he 
heard his grandfather cry out in the distance as he was being dragged 
away. 

Richard had to do something. 
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Kahlan caught the handle on the side to help herself stay upright 
when the coach bounced over a rut. Abruptly rocking so violently hurt 
her abdominal muscles injured by the Agiel. It still hurt to take a deep 
breath. 

Both the Mord-Sith and the abbot were watching her as they rode 
through a gloomy landscape of towering trees and craggy, 
inhospitable terrain. Kahlan turned her eyes to look out the window 
so that she wouldn’t have to look at the two of them. It made her 
anger boil to look at them. It made her furious that they were doing 
this. 

The New World had for years fought a gruesome war with the Old 
World. Emperor Jagang had caused incalculable suffering. There was 
no way to tell how many hundreds of thousands of people had lost 
their lives in that war. Families lost fathers, mothers, brothers, 
daughters and sons. Entire generations of people had been wiped out. 
More people yet would be crippled for life. Many would not be 
entirely healed for years, if ever. 

And for what? 

So that Emperor Jagang could rule the world, so that the Imperial 
Order could bring about their vision that everyone must live for the 
Imperial Order and their beliefs, live as subjects of those twisted ideas 
of the common good imposed by force. 

Like so many other rulers who preached a common good, they had 
been willing to kill everyone who didn’t agree with their delusion of a 
better life. They had been willing to wipe out entire cities, the entire 
New World if need be, to have their way. 

The suffering they’d brought to the world had been staggering, all 
in the absurd notion of a better life for all. 

But Richard had led the New World to victory. Freedom had 
prevailed. The long ordeal, the suffering and sacrifice that sometimes 
seemed as if it would never end, was now over. 

The world was at peace. 

And now these people from some forsaken dark land wanted to 
throw the world into chains again, just as the Imperial Order had 
done? And for what? So that they could rule? 


It was insane. 

Kahlan clenched her jaw as she glared out the window. 

“What was it like?” 

Kahlan frowned back at the abbot sitting on the seat across from 
her. 

“What?” 

His self-satisfied smile seemed comfortably at home on his features 
as he watched her. He could see how angry she was, and he was 
enjoying it. He was enjoying that he had taken her prisoner, that the 
Mother Confessor, the Lord Rahl’s wife, the woman who had helped 
defeat the Imperial Order, was now nothing more than his chattel. 

“T asked what it was like.” 

Kahlan glared at him without answering. She turned her gaze out 
the window at the endless expanse of dark woods. The leaden overcast 
made all the trees look a greenish gray. The forest looked ancient, as if 
the world of man had not touched it. It was an uncharted wilderness, 
a primal, inhospitable wasteland where death and decay was the way 
of life. 

The crooked limbs arching over the small road nearly closed them 
in, turning the poorly made road into a somber tunnel through hostile 
territory. They seemed to her to be like the great arms of monsters 
continually reaching for victims. It was as malicious-looking a woods 
as she had ever seen. 

A sudden, violent blow to her face sent Kahlan sprawling across the 
seat. 

She gasped from the pain and shock of the blow from the Mord- 
Sith’s fist. Her world seemed to tilt as it spun. For a moment, Kahlan 
had trouble understanding where she was or what was happening. Her 
arms lay limp, one across her legs, the other hanging down over the 
front of the black leather seat. 

Kahlan groaned as the pain from the blow started to blossom. Her 
jaw throbbed. Her lips and nose tingled as if from a thousand needles. 

Erika yanked Kahlan upright by her hair and then backhanded her 
across the other side of the face, finally shoving her back into her seat. 

As Kahlan sat, arms dangling limp at her sides, she felt warm blood 
running down her chin, dripping onto her pants. 

“The abbot asked you a question,” the Mord-Sith growled. “You had 
better learn to respect your superiors. If you don’t wish to do that, 
then I would be only too happy to ask the driver to stop the coach so 
that I can drag you out onto the road and teach you to show proper 
deference and obedience.” 

She leaned forward, again grabbing Kahlan by the hair, pulled her 
forward, and put her face close. “Would you like that?” 

“No,” Kahlan said before the Mord-Sith struck her again. 


Erika smirked as she released Kahlan’s hair, leaned back in her seat, 
and folded her arms. 

With the back of her wrist Kahlan wiped the blood from her mouth. 

Abbot Dreier watched in quiet satisfaction for a moment before 
finally repeating the question. 

“T asked, what was it like? I expect an answer. Erika expects an 
answer. We are both burning with curiosity.” 

Kahlan shot him a black look. “What are you talking about? What 
was what like?” 

With a fluttering hand, he indicated the long, falling descent from a 
high place. “You know, the drop, the fall from the cliff. You really 
must learn to be more careful. Being clumsy and falling like that could 
get you killed one day. So, what was it like?” 

Kahlan could feel her lip swelling and the pain setting in in earnest. 
She wanted more than anything at that moment to strangle the life 
out of the man. 

“T didn’t like it much.” 

He arched an eyebrow in amusement. “Really. And why not?” 

Kahlan glanced to the Mord-Sith and then back at him. “It was 
frightening.” 

He let out a brief chuckle. “I imagine it was.” He folded his arms as 
he leaned back, watching her. “But that was the whole point.” 

“Tt had a point?” 

He shrugged. “Of course.” 

“Pm afraid that I’m not very good at guessing. Why don’t you tell 
me what the point was.” 

“Why, to scare the life out of you, of course. You were scared nearly 
to death, weren’t you? You know, right when you were almost at the 
bottom, when you were about to hit the ground going full speed from 
a fall from on high?” 

“So the point was to scare me? All right. You succeeded. I was 
scared. Happy?” 

He turned his smile on the Mord-Sith. “She still doesn’t 
understand.” 

“She will,” the Mord-Sith said, rocking back and forth as the coach 
went over a series of bumps. “Eventually.” 

“I suppose you're right,” he said with a sigh. 

Kahlan sat silently, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of her 
asking what he meant. 

“Aren’t you curious?” he finally asked. “Don’t you wonder how I 
did it?” 

Kahlan knew exactly what he was talking about. He was asking if 
she was curious as to how he had managed to use his gift to stop her 
fall right before she hit the ground. 


Kahlan had grown up around wizards. She knew a lot about magic 
and what it could do. Those with the gift could lift things, even heavy 
things, and catch objects that were falling before they hit the ground. 

But they couldn’t do that with living things, especially people. 

Life somehow interfered with that sort of manipulation. Something 
about having a soul prevented people from being lifted, except in rare 
circumstances and for brief periods of time. Even then, it required 
monumental effort. Otherwise, they would all be able to fly. They had 
explained the principle to her once, but at the moment it seemed 
unimportant. 

What was important, what was relevant, was how Ludwig Dreier 
had managed to do it, especially with such precision that he was able 
to catch her that close to the ground and halt her fall. When she had 
stopped, her face had been inches from the dirt. he had then 
smoothly, gently, lowered her to the ground. 

It was an appalling, frightful, horrifying experience that had left her 
shaking like a leaf. 

“Yes,” Kahlan said, “as a matter of fact, I am curious. How did you 
do it? You obviously have the gift, a fact that you kept from us before, 
at the palace. I’ve never known a wizard who could do such a thing. 
From what I learned, the gift isn’t able to do something like that.” 

He smiled with satisfaction. “Quite right. The gift can’t do such a 
thing. But you see, I have a different sort of power.” 

“The gift is the gift.” 

“Well, yes, that is true enough, but those of us like myself and Lord 
Arc have acquired the additional ability to use occult powers with our 
gift. The rest of the world simply doesn’t understand the powers we 
have, or what we can do with those powers.” He gestured out the 
window. “One of the advantages of living way out here, away from 
everyone else, is being able to learn such dark crafts from the cunning 
folk and then develop it into something altogether different, 
something more than they could ever imagine. But then, they don’t 
have the gift and so they could never imagine such things.” 

“You should be very careful conjuring such dark arts.” 

His smile widened again. She was getting tired of seeing it. His 
gloating seemed to be an end in itself. 

“T am not afraid,” he said in a low, dangerous sort of voice. 

Kahlan wanted to say that he should be afraid. She decided better 
of it. 

He brightened, then. “But you were afraid. When you fell, I mean. 
You were afraid.” 

“I already told you I was,” Kahlan said as they bounced over a 
rocky section of the road. 

The jolt hurt her abdomen, taking her breath, and made her jaw 


throb. At least her lip had stopped bleeding. 

“That was what I had intended.” 

Kahlan renewed the black look. “I would think that you would have 
long ago outgrown scaring girls.” 

The Mord-Sith laughed out loud. “She’s funny.” She looked over at 
Abbot Dreier. “She’s funny.” 

He made a face but otherwise ignored the Mord-Sith. “There is a 
point to the fear,” he said patiently to Kahlan. “I’m trying to explain 
my purpose, and in that context the larger purpose of my life’s work.” 

Kahlan took a deep breath. She didn’t really want to talk. Since 
Erika had clouted her across the jaw it hurt to try to talk. She 
supposed there was no avoiding it. 

Besides, she realized that she needed to know what the man was up 
to, what his “life’s work” was all about, and what he was doing at the 
abbey. She could tell that it wouldn’t take a lot to encourage him to 
reveal such things about himself. 

“Pm sorry, Abbot, but falling from a cliff and being caught at the 
last possible instant before smacking the ground is all new to me. I’m 
afraid that if you have some purpose in doing it, that purpose is lost 
on me.” 

He dispensed with the smile as he leaned in toward her. “Right 
there, at the end, right at that last instant before you knew with 
absolute certainty that you were about to die, did you have any 
revelations? Any last thoughts? Any memories of the meaning of your 
life? In rare near-death encounters, many people say that they 
experience in a single instant the entirety of their life—see it all. 

“So, I was wondering what your last thoughts were in that final 
instant before you knew that you were about to die.” 

Kahlan had to look away from his eyes. She stared out the window 
instead, watching the endless expanse of trees and limbs flash past the 
coach. 

“Well?” he asked. “What last thought did you have?” 

“You wouldn’t understand,” she said in a quiet voice without 
looking at him. 

They rode in silence for a moment. 

“In that case,” he finally said, “why don’t you explain it to me.” 

She knew it was not simple curiosity. It was a request she dared not 
ignore. 

“I experienced the total and complete feelings I have for my 
husband.” 

He held up a finger. “Ah, love.” 

She was about to say that he wouldn’t know what love really was, 
but decided not to waste the effort. 

“Well, you see, the thing is,” he went on as he picked at one of his 


fingernails, “we have learned, through our abilities with occult 
powers, how to alter that experience.” 

Kahlan’s eyes turned to him. “Alter the ‘experience’? The 
‘experience’ of death? What do you mean?” 

“In that last instant before death—real, certain death, actual death 
—people experience many different things. They may experience 
regret, paralyzing fear, love, even the instantaneous memory of the 
sum of their entire life, as I hear it told. That sort of thing.” 

“So?” 

“Well, you see, we—by we, I mean I, of course—I have learned 
through long experimentation and effort how to alter that experience 
so that those about to pass through the veil and into the world of the 
dead are able to do something useful for those of us remaining behind 
in the world of life.” 

Kahlan frowned, now sincerely curious. 

“Useful? What could you possibly get from people right before they 
die that is useful to you?” 

His smile returned, but this time there was no amusement in it, no 
gloating. It was as malevolent a look as she had ever seen. 

“Prophecy.” 
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Kahlan was stunned. “Prophecy?” 

“Yes. We get prophecy.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Well, you see,” he said as he leaned back, “when altered through 
my abilities near the end of life, that life remaining within a person, 
the life that is draining away, is altered so that in that last, singular 
instant when they are crossing over through the veil, for that brief 
flicker of time when they are still holding on to life and at the same 
time touching death, rather than seeing their life’s experiences, or 
feeling some sense of loss, or even feelings of love, they instead, 
because of the changes I’ve made within them, as they touch the 
timeless world of the dead they are able to tap into that same flow of 
time that prophets experience. 

“In that extraordinary moment, connected to the convergence of life 
and death, they are able to see the sweep of time, stand in its flow, 
and thus give forth prophecy, the same as a genuine prophet.” 

Kahlan was horrified. “You think that you can somehow use occult 
powers to get prophecy out of people as they are dying?” 

He shot her a condescending look. “It is a process I created and 
developed, thoroughly understand, and control. There is no 
speculation involved.” 

“And you’ve done this before? You intend to do it again?” 

“That is the purpose of the abbey. There I use this process to collect 
prophecies and then deliver them to Lord Arc. Lord Arc uses 
prophecy, you see, to guide him.” 

Kahlan stared in disbelief. “Are you saying that you take people to 
the abbey and murder them so that they will cry out prophecy to you 
as they’re dying? You murder people in the hope that with their last 
dying breath they will give you a prophecy?” 

“Murder? No, not exactly. We are harvesting prophecy from the 
great abyss of eternity. We are reaping what is there for those who 
know how to obtain it.” 

“Through murder.” 

He dismissed the charge with a gesture. “The people chosen to help 
us in this great work are not murder victims. To the contrary. It is an 


honor for them that they have been chosen to give their lives to such a 
noble cause. They may not be able to realize that right then, of course, 
but they are heroic people sacrificing their lives for the benefit of 
others.” 

“That’s madness,” Kahlan whispered. 

“Madness? No, not at all,” he said, prickling at the suggestion. “The 
sacrifice of these few is all done for the greater good of the many. It is 
brilliant both in its conception and in its execution.” 

“Execution’ is the right word,” Kahlan said. “Execution plain and 
simple for your twisted cause.” 

He gave her a testy look. “You do the same thing.” 

“We do no such thing and you know it.” 

“You who use prophecy. Those at the People’s Palace use it—those 
like your husband who collect and hoard the life’s work of prophets 
who have tapped that great flow of time from beyond, as I am doing, 
only to keep that precious prophecy in secret libraries so as to use it to 
control the lives of others rather than benefit those lives. Those who 
give prophecy—prophets—are also giving their lives into such 
prophecy, no less than those at the abbey, and you suck dry that effort 
for selfish reasons, not for the common good as it is intended by the 
Creator.” 

Kahlan knew better than to say anything. 

He leaned forward and pointed a finger at her. “You and Lord Rahl 
keep prophecy to yourselves in order use it as a weapon to enslave 
people. 

“We, on the other hand, use the prophecy we gather from those 
who make such a final sacrifice in order to help guide the lives of our 
people. We use such prophecy to guide the people of Fajin Province, 
we don’t hide it from them as you and Lord Rahl do for selfish gain. 
Prophecy rightly belongs to everyone, not just the few. 

“And now others in other lands have asked to join with us and 
benefit from the insights we gain from prophecy.” 

Kahlan didn’t bother to try to argue with such madness. She was 
sick to death of trying to make people understand how prophecy 
worked, and how it did not work. She was disheartened with the lands 
that had left the D’Haran Empire to follow Hannis Arc for promises of 
prophecy freely given to them. 

In the end, people believed what they wanted to believe. The truth 
had very little to do with it. 

“You have been chosen to contribute to this great work,” he said at 
last as he finally leaned back in his seat. “You will in the end be one 
of those who gives prophecy to those who need it. Because of your 
renown, prominence, and birthright as a Confessor, we expect 
remarkable prophecy from you.” 


Kahlan glanced at the Mord-Sith and then back at the abbot. “So 
you're going to kill me. Big surprise. Evil men have been killing 
innocent people since the dawn of time. 

“You are going to chop off my head, expecting me to babble 
prophecy first? Fine, just don’t try to convince yourself that I lay my 
head on the block willingly. It will be a simple act of murder, nothing 
more, and certainly not noble.” 

He dismissed her words with a wave and a sour expression. 

“Its not that simple,” the Mord-Sith said with a knowing smile. 

“Not that simple,” Kahlan repeated. “And why not? You said that 
you kill people so that they will give prophecy right as they’re dying. 
That may be lunacy, but it is simple lunacy.” 

“No, you misunderstand,” she said. “I meant that the process is not 
that simple.” 

“They must be prepared, first,” Abbot Dreier put in with a kind of 
twisted zeal. 

“Prepared? How do you prepare them to be murdered?” 

He lifted an eyebrow. “Torture.” 

Kahlan stared back. “You torture people at the abbey.” 

“That is the function of the facility—to process people on their path 
to giving their gift of prophecy. It is through torture that people are 
properly brought to that cusp of life and death and held there at the 
boundary between worlds until they are finally ready to accept into 
themselves what we offer them.” 

Kahlan was incredulous. “What you offer? What could you possibly 
offer them as you torture them?” 

“Release,” the Mord-Sith said. 

“Release?” Kahlan asked, still staring at them both in disbelief. 

“Release,” Abbot Dreier confirmed. “Only when they willingly 
embrace the greater good and allow themselves to be the conduit for 
this gift to mankind, do we release them and allow them the privilege 
of crossing over into death.” 

Kahlan felt sick. She now understood all too well the part that the 
Mord-Sith played in this scheme. 

Erika smiled when she saw that Kahlan finally understood. 

“There is transcendent glory in profound agony,” the Mord-Sith said 
with quiet conviction, as if to justify what they were doing. 

“Glory,” Kahlan said, sarcastically, repulsed by the evil of it all. 

“Yes, indeed, glory.” The Mord-Sith’s wicked satisfaction in her 
work surfaced. “We intend to bring you such glory as you cannot yet 
imagine.” 

Ludwig Dreier was staring at Kahlan. “And then you, too, like all 
the others who have come before you, will willingly give forth 
prophecy in order to be allowed to cross over into death.” 
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Richard sat on the stone floor of the cavern, his back leaned up 
against the wall, half dozing, weary from the inner sickness weighing 
him down. He looked up when he heard muffled voices. It was not 
Zedd’s voice, but voices outside of the barrier, out beyond his main 
prison entrance. Someone was saying something he couldn’t quite 
make out. 

He saw movement on the other side of the undulating green veil 
and then several figures came to a halt. It was not the kind of 
movement he was used to seeing from the writhing spirits inside the 
world of the dead who had been taunting him for days, promising him 
the peace of eternal nothingness, whispering for him to step through 
and join them in that eternal peace. 

These other figures were instead standing outside his green prison 
door. 

It had been several days since he had seen or heard anyone even 
passing by beyond that rippling wall of green light. At least, he 
thought it had been several days. He couldn’t be sure. It was hard to 
tell time in the timeless twilight of the imprisoning cavern. 

He had slept little and paced a lot as the time slowly passed. They 
had brought him no food. He had found a recess worn down into the 
rock itself by the steady drip of water. Over time that slow, steady 
drip had hollowed out a bowl-shaped depression. That at least 
provided him a source of water, since the bucket was empty. 

But without food, he was beginning to think that maybe they had 
simply left him there to die. With the touch of death always there in 
the background inside him, he wondered if that poison left by the 
Hedge Maid might beat them to it. 

Richard had gone back a number of times to the place where he had 
talked to Zedd, but his grandfather never answered. As he had paced, 
Richard had frequently checked the other openings that were also 
blocked by the greenish veil to the underworld. No word came back 
from beyond any of them. He wondered if the guards had moved 
people away from the cells near his so that no one could talk to him or 
tell him what was happening. It would make sense for them to want to 
isolate him. 


Richard told himself that it was either that, or Zedd had not 
returned because it was more likely that prisoners were stuffed into 
any handy hole, rather than bothering to bring them back to a specific 
place. After all, the rock was honeycombed with caverns. He tried 
very hard to convince himself of that. He refused to allow himself to 
consider the possibility that after Richard had last spoken with him, 
they had again bled his grandfather and he had finally died. Richard 
reminded himself that Zedd was stronger than he looked, and that he 
would hold on now that Richard was there. 

But what hope could there be just because Richard was now also a 
prisoner? He was more likely to die along with the rest of them. 

The greenish light abruptly dissipated, twisting as it dissolved like 
smoke spiraling up and vanishing. 

There were a number of Shun-tuk standing outside in the maze of 
passageways, as well as a few of the walking dead standing farther 
back in dark openings, watching with glowing red eyes. The half 
people stared as if trying to see his soul. 

The Mord-Sith stood at the entrance. It was her shape he had seen 
beyond the veil. 

Richard stayed seated where he was. 

Down in the chamber where they had put him, there was no 
opening to the outside world, no daylight, so it was impossible for him 
to tell precisely how many days it had been since he had last seen 
anyone, or even if it was day or night. Since he had been left in his 
private prison, not even the Mord-Sith had come to torment him, as 
Mord-Sith were wont to do. 

While he felt weak from lack of food, in contrast Vika looked well 
rested and fresh. With Mord-Sith, that was generally a bad sign. 

Richard, though, wasn’t in the mood for any of their nonsense or 
games. His time was running out and his patience was well past 
wearing thin. 

Vika stepped into his prison room in a commanding manner that 
brought back a lot of very unpleasant memories. He tried to remind 
himself not to impose past situations on this one. This was different. 
He was different. He had to think of what he faced now, not what he 
had faced in the past. 

The Mord-Sith’s single blond braid looked clean and freshly made 
up. Her red leather was spotless and cut to stretch tightly over her 
muscular form. 

“Tt is time,” she said in a silky, cool voice. 

“Time?” Richard, resting his forearms over his knees, didn’t make a 
move to get up. “Time for what?” 

“Time for you to come with me,” she said, with a practiced lack of 
emotion. 


Richard sighed and stood up before she came to retrieve him. He 
brushed the stone grit off his hands. He mentally readied himself for 
the dance that was about to begin. He took a calming breath. He was 
not going to let her lead. 

“Look, Vika, I know a lot more about Mord-Sith than you can 
imagine, and I think you know a lot less about the outside world than 
you realize. You’ve been kept in the Dark Lands and at the same time 
kept in the dark. 

“You need to listen to me. Darken Rahl was an evil man. Don’t 
mark me with his crimes or sins. 

“The world beyond Fajin Province, beyond these backward Dark 
Lands, has changed for the better. I know how Darken Rahl collected 
young girls to become Mord-Sith, how they were trained. I can see 
why any Mord-Sith would have left him ... but I’m not him. 

“Pm not like he was. I don’t allow the collection of girls to become 
Mord-Sith, and I don’t treat those women who are already Mord-Sith 
the way he treated them. The Mord-Sith are my friends.” 

She arched an eyebrow. “Like Cara?” 

“Cara. Cara is here?” Richard took a step forward. “Is she all right? 
Is she safe.” 

“She is weak.” 

“From being bled?” 

Vika twitched a frown. “No. She is weak from being your Mord- 
Sith. She is weak because you are weak and allowed her to grow 
weak.” 

“Cara is a lot stronger than you could ever be because I allowed her 
to grow,” Richard said through gritted teeth. “She had the strength to 
grow into the person she wanted to be. You could never be as strong 
as she is.” 

“Please,” Vika scoffed with a roll of her eyes. “Her Agiel doesn’t 
even work. She is nothing, now.” She smiled. “That is how Lord Arc 
knew that your gift really had failed. The Agiel of your Mord-Sith do 
not work because your gift, your bond, has failed them. You have 
failed them. They are helpless, now. You are helpless now.” 

Richard had been wondering exactly how Hannis Arc had known 
about Richard’s gift not working. It had been a simpler answer than he 
had considered. 

“Did you talk to Cara? Did you try to learn anything about how 
things are now with—” 

“T talked. She listened.” 

Richard didn’t like what she was implying. 

“You can choose to change, Vika.” 

“Change? Like her? Become weak? I was at the People’s Palace with 
Abbot Dreier. I was there right under your nose, unseen, helping him 


set things into motion. When I was there I heard talk, and the abbot 
confirmed it. He said that Cara—a Mord-Sith—had wed.” 

“T know,” Richard said in a quiet voice. “I’m the one who married 
them.” 

Vika, looking surprised, studied his face for a long moment. “Why 
would she do such a thing? She is Mord-Sith.” 

“She is also a woman, Vika, just like you. She fell in love and 
wanted to share her life with the man she loved.” 

Her frown returned. She looked sincerely puzzled. “And you 
allowed this? Why would you marry them?” 

“Because I care about her, about all the Mord-Sith. I wanted her to 
be happy. After what she has been through in her life, what all of you 
have been through, she deserved to have some happiness come into 
her life. The other Mord-Sith wept with joy at her wedding.” Richard 
tapped his own chest. “I wept with joy for her.” 

As Vika studied him in silence for a time, he went on. 

“She changed—by her own choice, changed to have the life she 
wanted. You, too, have the ability to use your head, to change, but the 
time for you to make that choice for your own life is shrinking. You 
still have the choice of setting things right and of helping me to set 
things right. That’s the only way. 

“Don’t let the opportunity pass you by, Vika. Once that chance slips 
away from you, it will be gone forever.” 

She was incredulous. “Chance for what?” 

“Chance not to be the property of an evil man.” 

“He is the Lord Arc, my master.” 

“You are your own master. You just don’t know it.” 

Her patience gone, her anger exploding to the surface, Vika 
abruptly rammed her Agiel toward his middle. 

Richard caught the weapon in his fist before she could push it into 
his abdomen. Vika held one end, he the other, enduring the agony the 
way he had been taught in terrible lessons he thought he would never 
need. 

Now, he needed those lessons. 

Now, he was thankful for those lessons. 

Now, those lessons were the only thing keeping him standing. 

He was inches away from Vika’s face, staring into her blue eyes and 
she into his, sharing the same pain of the Agiel that she felt, enduring 
it the same as she endured it. 

The Shun-tuk watched without reaction from beyond the doorway, 
without realizing the full extent of what was happening, what the two 
of them were feeling, or what they were sharing. The chalky figures 
with blacked-out eyes made no move to intervene as the two of them 
stood motionless, face-to-face, sharing the withering agony of her 


Agiel. 

Looking into her eyes, Richard finally saw the shadow of fear. 

After he saw that specter of fear in her eyes, after enough time had 
passed to make sure she understood that he saw it and recognized it, 
he shoved her back while releasing the Agiel. 

As she watched him, panting to get her breath, her smooth brow 
drew into an emotional frown. “You are a rare person, Richard Rahl, 
to be able to do that.” 

“I am the Lord Rahl,” he told her with quiet authority. “Despite 
what you may believe, I am in control, not you. Don’t ever forget that 
or it will cost you your life when you least expect it.” 

“I expect to die in battle—” 

“Not old and toothless in bed,” he finished. 

She frowned. “So, you know more of Mord-Sith than I had 
thought.” 

“Vika, I know more of Mord-Sith than you can imagine. I know that 
they can choose life again. I know it isn’t too late. I have worn around 
my neck the Agiel of Mord-Sith who have died. Some of them died 
fighting me, others, fighting for me. All of them were individuals who 
had the ability to choose more for their own lives than to be only 
Mord-Sith. Some chose wisely, some did not.” 

Vika looked deeply into his eyes as she weighed his words. She 
finally lifted her Agiel, pointing it at his face as the iron returned to 
her expression. 

“T am Mord-Sith. You will do as I say, when I say it.” 

Richard smiled softly. “Of course, Mistress Vika.” He held his arm 
out. “Now, get going. You are supposed to come collect me for 
something. The pathetic excuse for a man who you follow will be 
angry with you if you delay any longer. That is the way he treats 
Mord-Sith—no differently, really, than Darken Rahl used to treat 
them. 

“Your choice to go with Hannis Arc instead of Darken Rahl was no 
improvement. You traded one tyrant for another, that’s all. But at least 
it should show you that you have the power to choose for yourself 
what you want for yourself. You made that choice. I hope that you 
will learn from it and come to make a better choice the next time.” 

She did not look pleased. “I hope Lord Arc allows me to kill you.” 

“That’s a false hope. It just isn’t ever going to happen.” 

Her face turned red with rage. “And what makes you think so?” 

“Do you really think that Hannis Arc would go to all the trouble he 
went to capture me simply in order to let you kill me? I hardly think 
so. 

“He has much bigger plans than your amusement. He wants me for 
some reason. He is not going to let you kill me, and I expect that he 


has given you explicit orders to that effect. Isn’t that right?” 

“Youre right,” she said in a calmer voice, “you do have a higher 
purpose than dying by my hand.” She lifted her chin. “But that doesn’t 
mean I won’t enjoy your fate.” 

“Fine, just knock off the empty threats. Now, let’s get going.” 

Richard started away when she didn’t. He stepped aside to let her to 
take the lead as she cut in front of him. He had pushed her enough. If 
he pushed any more right then it would only harden her. 

Richard knew that he could have killed the woman. He knew how 
to kill Mord-Sith. Most people didn’t, but sadly, he did. 

He needed to get away and would have been willing to kill her to 
do so, but what ultimately prevented him from doing anything right 
then was the Shun-tuk crowding the corridors outside his dungeon 
chamber, all watching him, along with maybe a dozen corpses 
standing behind them. 

He knew that she was the only thing keeping him alive right then. If 
he’d taken her down, they would have flooded into the cell and eaten 
him alive. 
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Richard glared at the grim faces watching him follow Vika out of his 
prison. The dark areas painted in around their eyes, with the chalky 
white ash smeared all over their shaved heads, made them look like 
skulls with empty eye sockets. From that inner darkness, they stared 
out at him the way a predator watched passing prey. And, given the 
go-ahead, these predators would have ripped into him in a heartbeat. 

Richard thought he could see in their empty eyes that they missed 
some inner spark, some connection to the Grace and therefore to 
humanity. They were alive, after all, but they were empty, living 
vessels lacking a soul. 

Even so, he had seen the kind of emotion the half people could 
exhibit when attacking those who did have souls. Then, they could be 
frenzied, mad, maniacal killers obsessed with devouring human flesh. 

With an escort of what looked to be hundreds of Shun-tuk following 
behind like hungry animals hoping for a meal, Vika led Richard 
through a maze of chambers and passageways honeycombed through 
the heavily cratered and pitted rock. Behind them, the silent, ever- 
present awakened dead followed, lumbering stiffly along, ready to 
fight on command to stop any threat. 

In places the tunnels and passageways through the craggy rock led 
them lower, descending down into a series of natural caverns that 
grew in complexity and size. Passages and openings seemed to run in 
every direction. Some of the smoother passages looked to have been 
sculpted by flowing water. There seemed to be even more of the 
silent, ghostly white onlookers in every hole or pocket in the rock. 

Passing under a low opening where they had to duck under a 
leaning slab of rock that had apparently fallen and lodged against the 
walls to either side, they at last entered a vast chamber that appeared 
to be their destination. The arched sides and domed roof were 
different colors of tan, browns, and white struck through with rusty 
stains. Off in the distance to the sides near networks of holes and 
crevices riddling the outer walls, immense tapered columns hung from 
the ceiling above forests of their twins pointing up from below them. 

The enormous, hushed chamber was packed full with what must 
have been thousands of silent half people. The vast numbers of chalky 


white Shun-tuk stood anywhere they could find space—on rocks, 
shelves, and ledges—covering every inch of available space. Yet more 
dark eyes peered out from corridors all around the cavern, or from 
jagged openings and fissures in the walls. They watched from behind 
tapered columns of what looked like melted stone. Higher up, Richard 
could see them looking down from yawning holes leading to other 
chambers. In the light of hundreds of torches Richard could see some 
of the walls sparkle as if adorned with shimmering jewels. 

The floor of the immense chamber sloped downward toward the 
center, so that the Shun-tuk all crowded in together created what 
looked like a vast, white bowl. 

Richard could see Hannis Arc, standing out in his dark robes, down 
in the center of that milky basin. 

Even at a distance Richard could see the man’s red eyes watching 
Vika in her red leather leading Richard into the cavern. The Shun-tuk 
shuffled back out of the Mord-Sith’s way as she walked without pause, 
expecting them to move, as she led Richard downward toward where 
her master waited. 

In the center of the room, behind Hannis Arc, rose a platform to the 
height of his hips. It looked like a stone altar that had melted into soft 
yellow and tan shapes, almost like drippings of candle wax that had 
mounded up over time. 

As he got close enough, Richard could see that there was a small, 
withered corpse lying on the rock platform. 

Torches all around, popping and hissing, giving off pungent clouds 
of smoke, lit the desiccated cadaver. As he got closer, Richard saw 
that the body was mummified and looked ancient. Dark, hardened 
skin stretched over the nose and face so that the bones of the skull 
created a clearly discernible skeletal topography beneath the leathery 
skin. 

The carcass looked like it had ossified over millennia. It was hard to 
tell from the shrunken husk what the once-living person had actually 
looked like. 

Richard could see traces of whitish residue on the leathery skin. It 
looked like ashes or white pigment of some sort might have been 
rubbed onto the body at one time, likely as it had been prepared for 
preservation after death. Thin lips had pulled back from the teeth, 
giving the skull a grin. The sunken eye sockets showed indications 
that dark oils had once been rubbed around the eyes, so that now the 
sunken sockets were even darker than they otherwise might have 
been. 

The Shun-tuk, with their ash-rubbed bodies, dark-circled eyes, and 
painted-on toothy grins, looked like they were paying ghastly homage 
by trying to mimic the look of the shriveled corpse. 


As Richard got closer, he could see that the body was partially 
wrapped in what looked to have once been an elaborate ceremonial 
costume and was now little more than darkly discolored remnants of 
cloth decorated with gold and silver medallions strung together with 
precious stones. The robes lay open from the neck to the waist, 
exposing a skeletal rib cage. 

Taking a better look, Richard realized that the dark stains on the 
robes were from dried blood. 

Relatively fresh blood. 

When he glanced down, he saw that blood also covered the floor all 
around the platform in the center of the cavern. It looked like 
something had been butchered. 

“Welcome, to the momentous ceremony,” Hannis Arc said. 

When Richard didn’t answer, Hannis Arc lifted a tattooed hand 
around at the crowd watching. “These people have long awaited the 
arrival of fuer grissa ost drauka, for prophecy has promised that he will 
be the one to resurrect their king.” 

At the mention of the king, all the Shun-tuk in the enormous 
chamber went to their knees. The rustling sound of them all kneeling 
in concert echoed around the room, dying out slowly in a hushed 
whisper of knees against stone. 

“And what are you doing here in their land?” Richard asked. 

“With my help, the ancient gates that for so long held them captive 
in this place have at long last been broken open, finally enabling them 
to bring in the living, those with souls, to help in returning life to their 
beloved king, the king of the third kingdom who will become the king 
of the world of life and death united in one purpose.” 

“In other words,” Richard said, “they are trying to use the blood of 
living people with souls to bring life back to a corpse, and it isn’t 
working the way they had hoped.” 

Hannis Arc smiled in a way that distorted the tattooed symbols on 
his face. “Not a very generous way to put it, but essentially correct. In 
their ignorance, they believed that the blood of those with souls— 
strong soldiers for example—would again give strength to their king, 
and that the blood of the gifted would give him back his powers in the 
world of life. In their simplistic grasp of ancient lore, they thought 
that if they drenched their king in the warm blood of people with 
souls, then it would bring warmth and life to him.” 

“That’s it?” Richard thought there had to be more to it. “You’re 
saying they believed that by simply pouring blood over a corpse it 
would come back to life?” 

“Well,” Hannis Arc admitted with a gesture, “there was more to the 
procedure. Although they didn’t fully understand the process, they 
weren’t quite as ignorant as you make it sound. 


“Along with the living blood from those with souls, they were to 
add in the vital component of occult conjuring their kind had been 
taught since ancient times before they were banished, conjuring long 
forgotten by the rest of the world. Such spells and incantations have 
long fallen into disuse and have been largely forgotten by the outside 
world, but not here. All they lacked was the blood of those with souls, 
and now they have it.” 

“T don’t know,” Richard said, “he still looks dead to me.” 

Only Hannis Arc’s red eyes betrayed his annoyance. The smile, as 
insincere as it was, remained in place. But even though it was hard to 
tell because of the way their faces were covered in pale ash and dark 
circles that made their eyes look like hollow sockets, there was no 
mistaking the silent displeasure on the faces of all the Shun-tuk 
watching. 

“They were closer to the truth than you might think. 
Unfortunately,” Hannis Arc said as he gestured to the masses, “they 
lacked access to prophecy, or they would know better.” 

“Prophecy?” 

“Yes. You see, they had lost the living link to those who knew the 
old ways and could bring them the prophetic knowledge necessary to 
assist in their ancient task. Those who banished them to this forsaken 
land stripped them of any who might possess knowledge of prophecy. 
They were left as children, thirsting for knowledge but it was beyond 
their grasp.” 

He lifted an arm and signaled for someone to come forward. One of 
the bare-chested Shun-tuk women rushed down with a small pot, a bit 
like a teapot, suspended on a chain decorated with what looked to be 
gold-covered human teeth. She poured liquid from the pot into a half- 
dozen flat bowls set around the corpse. Another woman followed 
behind with a flaming splinter, lighting the fluid. Slowly wavering 
blue flames sprang up, giving off a pungent, yellowish smoke. Both 
women bowed to the corpse of the king before rushing away. 

“So,” Richard said, “I take it that they have been missing your 
leadership for all this time.” He met Hannis Arc’s gaze. “And, I would 
bet, some other important element.” 

Hannis Arc smiled again, but it was not what could be described in 
any way as a pleasant smile. “Oh yes. They have waited all this time 
for someone who understands how such occult procedures would have 
once been practiced.” 

“Such as all those spells and instructions tattooed all over you,” 
Richard said, gesturing, “all those ancient symbols in the language of 
Creation.” 

The man smiled as he arched an eyebrow. “So you know something 
of these sacred writings.” 


“Tve run into them before,” Richard said without saying much. “So, 
without you, these ‘children’ have been endlessly pouring a whole lot 
of blood over a corpse for nothing.” 

“Tm afraid so.” 

“But you know what they might have been missing.” 

“Precisely what they have been missing,” Hannis Arc said with a 
small bow of his head. “Prophecy dictates that for this to work 
properly, it requires something extraordinary.” 

“And you're here to provide that extraordinary final ingredient.” 

“Actually,” Hannis Arc said as his small smile returned, “it is you 
who is here to provide the extraordinary final ingredient.” 

“With your guidance, of course.” 

Hannis Arc shrugged. “Only I, a man who lives the ancient ways, 
practices the occult arts, and listens to the obscure whispers of 
prophecy, would be able to understand the larger picture of what this 
is all about, what was intended when this was all set into motion, and 
so could provide what they need. Only I would be able to bring the 
element of prophecy to such a task and thus be able to complete what 
no one else could.” 

“Prophecy,” Richard repeated with a frown. “I get the occult magic, 
in a strange, sick, ritualistic way—and even the blood. But what does 
prophecy have to do with any of it?” 

Hannis Arc arched an eyebrow. “Prophecy reveals the extraordinary 
final ingredient that is needed.” 

Richard sighed, tired of the game. “And what would that 
extraordinary final ingredient be?” 

“To bring their dead king back to life requires life and death mixed 
together. It requires fuer grissa ost drauka, the bringer of death, to 
bring life again to the emperor.” 

This time, Richard didn’t say anything. 

“Ah,” Hannis Arc said, pleased by what the silence meant. “I see 
that you are finally beginning to understand your part in all this. 
These people simply don’t grasp how it all works. They didn’t 
understand that this doesn’t merely require the blood of the living 
with a soul. 

“Rather, it requires the right blood, blood from one of them, one 
who is of the third kingdom, one who carries death within him, and 
yet, has a soul. 

“There is only one such person, one such bringer of death. You, 
Richard Rahl, are the one.” 

“So I’ve been told.” 

“You dismissed my belief in prophecy, but it is my study of 
prophecy that has once again shown me the way. You are a fool for so 
easily shunning prophecy, and now it is going to cost you everything, 


Richard Rahl.” 
Richard cried out as Vika, from behind him, drove her Agiel into 
the base of his skull. 
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When Richard began to become aware of the world around him again, 
there was nothing in that world but paralyzed pain, leaving him 
frozen in place, unable to move. He remembered that shattering, one- 
of-a-kind pain from having the Agiel pressed into that spot at the base 
of his skull, but the memory was nothing like the reality of it being 
done again. 

He realized that he was down on his hands and knees, trembling 
with the shock of what Vika had done to him. His screams still echoed 
around the otherwise silent cavern. His tears from that all-consuming 
pain dripped onto the bloody floor beneath him. 

As the echo of his scream died out, the Shun-tuk all let out an 
otherworldly howling that in some odd way felt in tune with the 
unbearable ringing in his head. It made the air drone and vibrate. 

He felt that old, familiar, icy sense of helplessness and despair, the 
feeling that he had been traveling a very long road and this was all 
there was when he reached the end of it. 

Despite all those around him, for Richard, at that moment, there 
was only the overpowering pain that gave him the sense of being 
entirely alone in the world in his own private realm where there was 
nothing but the wasteland of suffering. Once again he remembered 
that old longing for death, for that release that would make the pain 
finally stop. 

He fought those feelings of hopelessness, fought the urge to 
surrender, to give in to it all, the haunting desire to accept death. It 
felt like that desire had always been there inside him, out of sight, 
waiting to come out. 

Death would at last bring peace, but only for his private suffering. 
He held on to the lifeline that it would not do anything to help anyone 
else or to end their suffering. 

But his death would deny these half people what they wanted ... 
blood of a living man with a soul to bring back the one who had been 
so long dead. Richard realized that he was trying to find an excuse to 
give in to death. Yet in that way, his death really would protect 
everyone else, so he wondered if it would be right to give in. 

Naja’s warning, though, had told him that only he could end the 


madness of what Emperor Sulachan had started, but only by ending 
prophecy. If he gave in to death, he would not have the chance to do 
that, and then, eventually, there would be no hope for anyone. 

He was the one. 

He was the only one to end the coming terror of the awakened dead 
and the half people, of the boundary between life and death ripped 
aside to let death loose in the world of life. 

At the same time, he was also the one to bring back their king and 
free those monsters upon the world. 

He was both, he realized. He was life and death together. He was 
savior and destroyer together. 

That, too, had been the warning that Magda Searus had left for him. 

Richard watched tears of pain drip down onto the floor of the cave 
covered with the blood of so many people. Zedd’s blood. Probably 
Nicci’s, and Cara’s, and those soldiers who had protected him so many 
times. Those people had come to help him. They had been willing to 
lay down their lives for him if they had to. In the past, many like them 
had. 

For all those people and more, he couldn’t allow himself to be 
weak. For them, if not for himself, he had to be strong and endure 
whatever they did to him so that once beyond the ordeal, he could 
find a way to help save everyone from what was descending on the 
world of life. It was up to him to protect their lives in return. 

They had been the steel against steel. He now had to be the magic 
against magic, even if he couldn’t use his gift. 

As the ringing in his head subsided, he began to hear the Shun-tuk 
all around beginning to chant softly in some language Richard didn’t 
recognize. The haunting sound echoed around the vast chamber, 
almost making the whole place hum. 

In a perverse way, it reminded him of the ancient devotion to the 
Lord Rahl. It was probably something like that, he guessed, some 
chant of dedication to their long-dead king. 

As the half people chanted softly, Hannis Arc worked over the body 
of the dead man. He spoke in the same dead language, conjuring 
things Richard couldn’t imagine. Some of the Shun-tuk brought bowls 
of oily potions forward. From time to time Hannis Arc dipped a 
tattooed finger in them and used it to draw symbols on the dead man. 

As Richard watched as he recovered, Hannis Arc next drew 
emblems on the forehead of the corpse. The greasy lines of the design 
began to glow a dull, yellowish orange, as if lit from within. Hannis 
Arc lifted his arms, urgently signaling the watching horde, and the 
Shun-tuk murmured a new chant. As the sound of it built, he bent 
back over the body. 

Richard then saw the most remarkable sight. A sight both so 


terrifying and spellbinding at the same time that he could not look 
away. 

Hannis Arc’s tattoos began to glow. 

As he spoke the words of the dead language, the lines composing 
different symbols on his body brightened to the same luminous 
yellow-orange color as the symbol aglow on the forehead of the dead 
king. First one, then another tattoo brightened for a brief moment 
only to fade as another began to illuminate from within in a 
continually rolling, ever-changing series. 

Hannis Arc turned to those watching and lifted a hand as he 
shouted a series of words Richard didn’t recognize. 

The coordinated shouts of sacred words in answer to each prompt 
from the man in the center rumbled through the chamber like 
thunder. 

As Hannis Arc worked, laying down symbols in glowing lines on the 
body while symbols on his own flesh glowed in sequence as if in 
response to the symbols he drew, the Shun-tuk began a new chant, a 
steady beat repeated over and over. Each beat seemed to ignite a 
different symbol. As the drone of it went on, the sound gradually built 
until even Richard felt caught up in its power, its perverse majesty. 

The symbols all over Hannis Arc glowed in rhythm with the 
chanting, first one, then another, each brightening in sequence then 
dimming as another took its place, one at a time in rapid succession, 
as if different symbols meaning different things were responding in 
turn to the murmur of the chant. 

Richard had never imagined a conjuring so complex, or one that 
involved so many others. 

At last the tattooed man turned to the Mord-Sith with a grim look 
that she had been anticipating. 

“Get up,” Vika commanded from behind Richard. 

Her voice, more than anything else, seemed less than real and more 
like a memory from the darkest times of his life. Richard didn’t move. 
He wasn’t sure he could. 

She leaned down and growled in his ear. “I said, get up.” 

He could only nod weakly as he struggled to get his feet under 
himself. He felt her hand under his arm, helping to lift him and get 
him upright. 

With Vika’s help, he walked the rest of the distance to the corpse 
lying on the stone table. 

Hannis Arc turned with a flourish of his black robes, like some 
frightening apparition from another world. His red eyes fixed on 
Richard with fiery intensity. 

Vika pressed her Agiel to the back of Richard’s head, immobilizing 
him in place. His vision blurred and twisted. He opened his mouth to 


cry out, but he couldn’t make the sound. 

Vika pushed his arm forward. Hannis Arc seized Richard’s wrist and 
pulled it close, over the withered corpse. Richard was helpless to do 
anything about it. He watched as if from a different world. 

Hannis Arc pulled out a stone knife, its blade as black as the darkest 
depths of the underworld. 

He slashed the blade across Richard’s forearm. 

Richard didn’t feel pain from the cut. The pain of the Agiel 
overrode anything else. 

Anything physical, anyway. 

It didn’t override the sudden, ripping agony inside. It felt as if the 
knife had cut into that place of death within him, bleeding that along 
with his life’s blood and his soul. 

Blood gushed from the gash in Richard’s arm and out over the body 
of the king. Rivulets of it ran down the depressions between each rib. 

Hannis Arc pulled Richard’s arm farther forward, holding it over 
the desiccated mouth of the king. 

When he seemed satisfied with the amount of blood splashed across 
the carcass of the king, Hannis Arc shoved Richard back out of his 
way. Richard saw his blood soaking the robes and dried flesh of the 
dead man. Bright red runnels ran down the rounded sides of the 
platform to join the darker blood all over the floor. 

After Hannis Arc had shoved him aside, Vika pulled Richard back 
out of the way. He was too weak to resist. There was no point in 
trying. They were going to do what they were going to do and there 
was nothing Richard could do about it right then. 

Richard went to his knees, too weary to stand. Hannis Arc’s 
attention, along with all the Shun-tuk, was on the body laid out on the 
platform. He was too absorbed in what he was doing to care about 
Richard. 

Vika leaned over and put her mouth close to his ear. 

“Put your other hand over it.” 

Richard heard her talking, but didn’t really know what she meant. 
The lingering pain from the Agiel, even though long since withdrawn, 
was still scrambling his thoughts. 

She grasped his left hand and placed it over the bleeding gash on 
his right arm. 

“Press,” she said in a low, confidential voice. “Press your hand there 
and hold it tight.” 

Richard nodded. “Thank you...” 

He wasn’t sure what he was thanking her for. It just seemed the 
right thing to do. 

Richard saw that the king’s whole body was beginning to glow, as if 
the symbols had lit something from within and there were a ghost 


now emerging from the dead husk of his body. 
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Vika helped lift Richard to his feet. He felt dizzy and faint, likely from 
loss of blood. As the effects of the contact of the Agiel to the back of 
his head gradually faded, he began feeling slightly more stable on his 
feet. Still, she had to help balance him to make sure he wasn’t going 
to fall over before he fully recovered. 

It was the sickness inside—the pain of the poison from death’s 
touch—more than the touch of the Agiel, that threatened to 
overwhelm him. He remembered Samantha telling him that he was 
going to get worse. 

He felt himself getting worse. What Vika and especially Hannis Arc 
had done with that wicked-looking blade had made him suddenly 
worse, had weakened him and made him more susceptible to the 
sickness deep inside him. 

The weapon Hannis Arc had used had been a sinister-looking thing 
unlike any knife Richard had ever seen before. It had a bone handle of 
some sort, no doubt a human bone, and a blade made of the blackest 
of glassy stone affixed to that handle with thin strips of leather that 
also looked suspiciously like it had been made from human skin. The 
flaked edge of the blade had been so razor-sharp that Richard hadn’t 
really felt it cutting him. It had that in common with the Sword of 
Truth. 

The painted heads of the half people bobbed up and down as they 
shouted in unison with grim exultation at what was happening. The 
entire chamber reverberated with the chanting. They were at last 
fulfilling their purpose. This was what they had been trying to 
accomplish for thousands of years. 

And Richard had been the one to help them accomplish their 
purpose. 

He glanced down at the Grace on the ring he wore and remembered 
again the warning from Magda Searus that he could be the one to end 
the world of life. He feared that he very well might have done just 
that. 

“What was that knife?” he asked Vika in a flat, hoarse voice. 

“The one he used to cut you with?” 

Richard nodded, not wanting to have to summon his voice again if 


he could help it. 

Vika leaned close to his ear so that he could hear over the rumbling 
thunder of the chanting. She watched Hannis Arc to be sure he was 
busy. He wondered if she did not want to incur his wrath for 
disturbing him, or if there was another reason. 

“Tt’s a knife made by the Shun-tuk,” Vika said. “Lord Arc has several 
weapons made by the Shun-tuk. The Shun-tuk say that their knives 
can slay the dead.” 

“They talk?” 

“When they want to.” 

Richard wasn’t quite sure that he understood what that meant—a 
knife that could slay the dead—but he judged it clear enough that he 
didn’t feel the need to press for an explanation. He spotted a number 
of those dead that had been brought back from their graves and 
pressed into service as guardians for the Shun-tuk’s underground 
prison. Now, they stood like stiff corpses around the perimeter of the 
cavern, their eyes glowing red as they watched the proceedings from 
the shadows. Richard knew all too well that if they wanted they could 
move with surprising speed. 

He supposed that if they got out of control for some reason known 
only to the dead or the half people, having a weapon that could put 
them down would be handy, if not invaluable. Richard had fought the 
awakened dead. They were not easy to defeat. It was a difficult task, 
even with his sword. 

He wished he still had his sword with him. He knew that in this 
place filled with the half people and the walking dead it wouldn’t be 
likely to do him a lot of good in fighting his way out, but it would still 
be comforting to have it at his hip. 

If nothing else he might be able to be quick enough with it to hack 
the dead king to bits. 

When he looked back to the altar just beyond Hannis Arc, Richard’s 
breath halted in his lungs when he saw the corpse take a breath. 

A transparent, bluish, ghostlike form now lay in the same place as 
the king’s body. That filmy form began to stir. When it did, the body 
also stirred. The two, spirit body and dead body, moved as one. It 
looked like the corpse was possessed by a translucent ghost. 

When the Shun-tuk saw the movement on the platform down at the 
center of the room, some of them howled in jubilation. Others cried 
out in what might have been fright. They were, after all, seeing a king 
who had the power to return to the world of life. This was not only a 
master to be honored, respected, and followed, but one to be greatly 
feared as well. Although this was something they had all wanted, the 
reality of seeing it actually happen was intimidating. 

This was also a new beginning for them, a new era. After several 


thousand years of waiting, the gates to their land were open and at 
long last they had a real king. A king, Richard feared, who would lead 
them out through those gates on a mission of conquest and 
domination. 

Richard could tell that Vika, even though she had played a role in 
helping it come to pass, was disquieted by what she was seeing. 

Richard hated that he was the one, though, who had played the 
pivotal role in bringing this evil man back to the world of life. This 
was a man who in an age long past had rained death and destruction 
down on the world. Now he was back, and Richard didn’t think that 
his stay in the underworld had mellowed him. 

Without Richard, none of it would have been possible. The Shun- 
tuk might have played a part, Vika might have played a part, and 
Hannis Arc had certainly played a part, but Richard was the one who 
had made it possible. 

He had the potential for both in him—death as well as life. He was 
of this kingdom. He carried life and death in him. Good and evil 
mixed together. He was the one. 

Richard was the leader of the D’Haran Empire. He had been named 
fuer grissa ost drauka, High D’Haran for “the bringer of death.” 

He had just served in his role as the bringer of death. He had just 
helped spawn a great evil by bringing death back into the world of 
life. 

He knew that it was up to him to find a way to bring it to an end. 
There was no one else who had a chance to do anything to stop this. 

All he had to do, he reminded himself, was to escape the clutches of 
Hannis Arc, a Mord-Sith, and untold thousands of half people who 
could raise an army of the dead. After that, he only needed to end 
prophecy. 

And, he had to keep himself alive long enough. 

The glowing figure of the king sat up. The Shun-tuk gasped with 
excitement and wonder. 

It was a terrifying sight to see a dead man awaken, even for them, 
but especially for Richard, and especially because of what it meant. 

The king’s dried flesh seemed to have grown pliable, softened no 
doubt by Richard’s blood as well as Hannis Arc’s dark conjuring that 
had united the spirit with its worldly form. With each passing 
moment, the dead man seemed to move with greater ease, even if not 
as fluidly as a living person. It was almost as if the transparent 
presence, the glowing spirit, was in part what animated the corpse. 

Richard wondered if what he was really seeing was the spirit of the 
dead king directing events from the underworld, directing events in 
the world of life. 

The bluish glow of the spirit actually looked more alive than the 


corpse. The face of the spirit existed in the same place as that of the 
corpse, so that the bluish glow of its features actually filled in the 
missing places in the shriveled remains, giving it a fuller nose, lips, 
and eyes. 

The new eyes saw. They looked about. They reacted. 

The revived lips smiled with malice at the world around him, a 
world to which he had once belonged. 

Hannis Arc stepped back out of the way as the spirit king swung his 
feet down over the side of the platform. He sat for a moment as he 
gazed out at the adoration of the Shun-tuk, all of them in unison now 
thrusting fists into the air as they chanted as one. 

“Sul-a-chan! Sul-a-chan! Sul-a-chan!” 

As Richard had suspected, the dead king of the half people was 
Emperor Sulachan from the Old World, and the old war, his spirit now 
brought back to the world of life. 

Richard wanted to die and get it over with. 
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The way the spirit king held his blood-soaked robes to his chest with 
his left arm and loosely clenched fist gave him a kingly pose. He 
looked around the chamber with a measured, regal grace, taking in 
the veneration of the masses watching his triumphant return to the 
world of the living. As the Shun-tuk went crazy chanting his name, the 
dead Sulachan finally began to smile in approval. 

The fluid gaze of the king of the half people, once emperor of all 
the Old World, swept over the masses filling the cavern. His glowing 
eyes finally settled on Richard, his benefactor of blood. 

Richard glared back. He would have given anything for his sword at 
that moment. 

The awakened king dragged a finger through some of the still-wet 
blood, Richard’s blood, running down his bony chest. 

Richard wished that the poisonous touch of death that he carried in 
his blood would take the dead man back to the world of the dead 
where he belonged. He knew, though, that it was an empty wish. It 
was going to take a lot more than wishing to banish this man from the 
world of life. 

Sulachan brought to his lips the finger he had run through Richard’s 
blood, tasting it, then closed his eyes with a look of rapture. He 
opened his eyes again to gaze deliberately at Richard. He smiled as 
wicked a smile as Richard had ever seen. 

All the Shun-tuk in the vast chamber stomped a foot in time to their 
chant of “Sul-a-chan! Sul-a-chan! Sul-a-chan!” 

Still holding Richard’s gaze, the dead king walked across the dried 
blood on the floor toward the man who had at last rescued his spirit 
from the underworld—Richard, the one, Richard who had brought 
him back. 

Richard didn’t allow himself to retreat as the king came to a stop 
before him. 

The malevolent smile remained on the glowing bluish lips of the 
spirit. Even the tight flesh beneath stretched with the self-satisfied 
smile. 

“I have been to the farthest, darkest reaches of the underworld,” the 
king said in an eerie voice that made Richard’s skin crawl. “I have 


been welcomed to travel the Keeper’s realm at will.” 

“T hope you liked it there,” Richard said with sudden venom of his 
own, “because I am going to send you back there for good.” 

The dead man’s unconcerned smile widened. “When in the darkest 
regions of that darkest of worlds, I met your father. I rather liked 
him.” 

“I didn’t,” Richard said. “I’m the one who sent him to that dark 
eternity.” 

“T know. He told me.” 

The king and his attention began to move on. As he did, Hannis 
Arc, his tattoos no longer aglow, joined the glowing corpse of the 
resurrected king. 

“Now that I have completed this part, Emperor, we have things to 
do.” 

As they strolled past Richard, the dead king nodded, no longer 
interested or even seeming to be aware that Richard was still standing 
there. “Our agreements will be honored, Lord Arc. I have given you 
my word. Let us begin, then.” He lifted an arm, casually 
acknowledging the cheering, chanting masses of Shun-tuk. “I, too, am 
eager to begin.” 

Richard wondered what, exactly, they were about to begin. 

As he went past, Hannis Arc flashed a dark, impatient look at Vika 
while gesturing at Richard. “Put him back for now. I will get to him 
later.” 

Vika, hands clasped behind her back, bowed her head. “By your 
command, Lord Arc.” 

Without a moment’s hesitation, her hand came up under Richard’s 
arm to turn him back the way they had come in. Richard saw that the 
dead king, in all his glowing glory, was listening to Hannis Arc’s 
words, words Richard couldn’t hear because they were being drowned 
out by the chanting. He could see Hannis Arc gesturing with his 
tattooed hands as he leaned in and spoke to the king. Over the tumult 
all around, the king could hear the words of that private conversation, 
but Richard couldn’t. 

Richard could, though, read in the body language of the man 
covered in the tattoos that he was the one in charge. Sulachan might 
have been an emperor who ruled the vast Old World and commanded 
armies of wizards as well as endless legions of soldiers, but he had 
been a long-dead emperor trapped in the eternal world of the dead. 

Hannis Arc had been the one to use long-forgotten occult powers to 
help break the spells containing the third kingdom and awaken 
Sulachan’s corpse. Those powers, along with Richard’s blood, had also 
created a link that had pulled the emperor’s spirit back from the dark 
eternity of the world of the dead. Hannis Arc still controlled that link 


between worlds and thus over the king’s stay in the world of life. 

Despite the dead man’s imperious attitude, Hannis Arc was in 
charge and was not shy about exerting his authority. 

Whatever the emperor’s grand plans from ages long ago might be, it 
was clear to Richard that Hannis Arc had plans of his own and he 
intended the corpse of the dead Shun-tuk king to help him implement 
those plans. Hannis Arc would not have been foolish enough to pull a 
wizard of Emperor Sulachan’s power back from the dead without 
knowing that he could control him. 

As bad as the resurrected king of the half people might be, Richard 
was beginning to realize that Hannis Arc was even more dangerous. 

Still, Richard wondered if the man had any idea of the danger in 
holding the leash to such beastly forces. 

Vika pulled Richard onward up the bowl of the cavern, toward the 
passageway back out. The Shun-tuk all stared at Richard as he passed. 
This was the man who had brought their king back to life. They had 
been foolishly bleeding people to no avail, but now, Richard’s blood 
had at last done the trick. They viewed him with a kind of respectful 
awe. 

That, however, only put him more at risk from these half people. As 
far as they were concerned, Richard’s blood, and likely his flesh, had 
just proven to be extraordinarily valuable. He was sure that they 
would all want to be the one to have a bite of his flesh, a swallow of 
his blood, in the hopes of capturing his soul. 

A few reached out to drag their fingers through the blood on his 
arm. They brought those fingers to their lips, tasting what their eyes 
lusted to have. 

With Hannis Arc well out ahead of them, Vika realized the menace 
so close all around them and hurried Richard through the crowds. 
With a firm grip on his arm, she steered him through pushing throngs 
of half people intensely interested in her charge. Vika quickened her 
pace, elbowing her way through, eager to get him out of the room and 
the hungry gazes of the onlookers. Once through the mob of Shun-tuk 
and out into a passageway that tunneled back through the rock, they 
were able to make better time. She kept up her pace, knowing that he 
was a prize that Hannis Arc wanted for himself. 

“My arm finally stopped bleeding,” he told Vika after they had gone 
on in silence for a time. “Thanks.” 

She shot him a dark look. “I just wanted you to still have some 
blood left in case they needed more of it, that’s all. Don’t try to read 
anything more into it.” 

Richard was too upset to make a flippant remark. 

When they reached his dungeon cell down in the labyrinth of 
passageways and chambers, Vika shoved him back inside. 


Some of the Shun-tuk crowded around outside in the corridor 
gestured on her command and the wavering greenish wall 
materialized out of nothing. He had heard that some of them had 
occult powers, even the ability to reanimate corpses. It appeared to be 
true. 

Richard once again found himself trapped in the cave prison with 
no way out, with thousands of half people who wanted to eat the flesh 
right off his bones and lap up his blood not far away on the other side 
of that greenish veil, the boundary to the underworld they were able 
to control at will. 

If they could bring those greenish walls up, they could no doubt 
also bring them down. 

His friends faced the same peril as Richard. 

Even if he could do the impossible and somehow escape the half 
people, without being able to get Zedd and Nicci out, he was doomed 
to succumb to the poisonous touch of death within him. 

Kahlan was no less doomed. 
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Hannis Arc led the king of the dead out into the dawn of a new day in 
the world of life. Off behind them, the half people, gathering in the 
tens of thousands, trailed behind at a respectful distance. More likely, 
he thought, it was a fearful distance. 

Hannis Arc paused when the king strolled to a stop to take in the 
sweep of the new day. Thick clouds obscured the sky as well as the 
higher peaks. Veils of mist dragged low enough to blur the tops of the 
rock spires. 

The crumbling rock pinnacles reminded Hannis Arc of tightly 
bundled marsh grass that had died and then turned to stone. Pieces of 
it flaked off the spires over time, leaving the ground covered with 
decomposing fragments of what looked like nothing so much as stone 
fingers. 

Everything in this place seemed to be old and crumbling and dead. 
The sparse shrubs and stunted trees that clung to life in crags and 
sheltered areas looked only half alive. It truly was a place where life 
and death coexisted. 

“It has been a long time since I have been in this world,” the spirit 
king said in a voice that seemed to come from both worlds at once. “It 
is good to be back. At long last, after all I have accomplished in the 
underworld it is time at last to bring this realm under control.” 

Hannis Arc watched the newly united spirit and man look out over 
the dreary world of life. They had accomplished all that needed 
accomplishing in this forsaken place. Vika had arranged for their 
departure and seen to it that the Shun-tuk had gathered the supplies 
they would need for the journey. Everything was ready. 

“T want to be on our way immediately,” Hannis Arc said. 

“And you plan on bringing the man whose blood you used?” the 
king asked as he feasted on the sight of the rock wasteland as if 
viewing a colorful field of wildflowers. 

“Richard Rahl?” Hannis Arc smiled to himself. “Of course. He needs 
to be made to feel the pain and anguish of losing his power and 
authority, suffer the humiliation of his fall from leader of an empire to 
a nobody.” 

“T see,” the king said without looking over. “So, you plan to assume 


the burden and risk of dragging him along just to humiliate him?” 

Hannis Arc frowned over at the glowing spirit. “That is the idea. I 
have been planning my revenge on the House of Rahl for nearly my 
entire life. I’m at last ready to take the rule of the D’Haran Empire. He 
will see it come to pass.” 

The glowing figure smiled in the way an elder would smile. Hannis 
Arc didn’t particularly like the smile, but he waited for the king to 
have his say. 

“T have had experience with such matters, and I can tell you that 
such men as those who come to rule empires do not feel humiliation 
at losing rule. They feel only a need to do whatever is necessary to get 
back on top, or for revenge. After all, do you feel humbled at all your 
family lost? I think not. I expect you to feel only a need for revenge. 
Am I right?” 

Hannis Arc hadn’t thought of it in that way. “Well yes, but I want 
him to suffer his fall from power.” 

The spirit shrugged. “You are wishing for a type of satisfaction you 
will never get. Powerful people who lose power do not feel anguish 
and heartache like a jilted lover.” 

Hannis Arc’s brow drew tighter. “What is your point?” 

The spirit king turned to face him. “You brought me in back from 
the world of the dead to my unfinished business in the world of life 
and in return I am committed to helping you to rule this world. That 
is what I am doing.” 

“By asking me to abandon my revenge against Lord Rahl?” 

The spirit of Sulachan smiled again. “Do you know why I am 
standing here today, Lord Arc?” 

Hannis Arc was pleased to hear Sulachan refer to him that way, 
even if he wasn’t pleased to be questioned. “As you just said, because I 
used my talents to bring you back.” 

If Hannis Arc wished it, he could also send the spirit of Sulachan 
back to that eternal world. But for now, if his plan was to succeed, he 
needed what only Sulachan could provide. Besides, the arrangement 
was well worth it and Hannis Arc felt he was getting the best of it by 
far. 

The spirit smiled. “Yes, but you only brought me back because you 
needed me, and you needed me because I long ago made myself 
invaluable to the right person. I could afford to wait. I had all eternity 
to wait. 

“You were the first one to come along who was wise enough to see 
the potential if we joined our talents and our goals. 

“Part of my value is in my vast experience. That experience in rule 
can help you in achieving your goal.” 

Hannis Arc frowned, not appreciating being treated as if he were an 


inexperienced, subordinate partner. As far as he was concerned, it was 
Sulachan who was the subordinate in their arrangement. He had, after 
all, returned to the world of life only as a result of Hannis Arc’s power 
and ability. He might have all eternity to wait, but he had been stuck 
in the underworld for thousands of years, and would be forever, unless 
and until Hannis Arc brought him back out. If he was so smart, he 
would have been able to return to the world of life by himself. 

“In what way does your experience benefit me with Richard Rahl?” 

“Greatness demands the kind of dedication to purpose that I have 
shown, that has brought me to stand in the world of life again today. I 
let nothing distract me from my goal. You as well have shown great 
dedication to the purpose of rule. 

“But for those who would be great, there is no room for distracting 
fixations. Such distractions drain away your energy of purpose. That is 
why I asked what is most important to you—dragging this man along 
with us, or ruling the world.” 

Hannis Arc’s mood was getting as dark as the overcast. “There is no 
reason why I can’t do both.” 

“You would be ruling one man, when you should be properly 
devoted to the effort of ruling all men.” 

“You're saying that Richard Rahl is a distraction that could keep me 
from succeeding?” 

The spirit shrugged. “The world is full of distractions. It is the task 
of a great ruler to keep them to a minimum. Distractions drain time 
and energy from your primary goal.” 

Hannis Arc glanced back at the milky half people, killers all, spread 
silently out across the landscape behind them. He turned back to the 
spirit watching him. 

“Since the day my parents were killed at the orders of a Rahl, I have 
been planning my revenge, so that I—” 

“And why do you suppose that the House of Rahl killed your 
parents, your father, the ruler of little, insignificant, far-off Fajin 
Province?” 

Hannis Arc paused a moment, feeling the sparkle of mist against the 
tattoos on his face as he let his anger cool a bit. “To eliminate the 
possibility that he might rise up and challenge for rule.” 

The spirit smiled. “That is why the House of Rahl has ruled D’Hara 
for so long, and the House of Arc has ruled little Fajin Province. The 
House of Rahl was focused on ruling, not on humiliating your father 
by making him watch them rule. They simply eliminated the potential 
for a challenge to their power. If your aim is to rule, then you should 
rule.” 

“T believe I can do both.” 

“So did Richard Rahl’s father. He kept the distraction of Richard 


Rahl around for too long, and in the end it cost him his life. A number 
of men like him have failed because they were stopped by someone 
who would never have been a problem had they been killed in the 
first place. Richard Rahl is the leader of the D’Haran Empire because 
he is strong and determined and because Darken Rahl didn’t kill him 
when he should have. 

“Richard Rahl is an incredibly dangerous man. He is, after all, fuer 
grissa ost drauka. He is not a man to be trifled with. 

“If you think too much of yourself, if you think you can control him 
every moment, if you think that your power is strong enough to best 
him and keep him down, then you underestimate him. You 
underestimate him at your peril. You may have him captive at the 
moment, but every moment he is alive he will be thinking of how to 
kill you. 

“He did not get to be Lord Rahl, the leader of the D’Haran Empire, 
the man who defeated Emperor Jagang and the might of the Old 
World, without being very good at what he does, and what he does 
well is to take down those who try to subjugate him. Right now, you 
are making yourself his target, his primary goal, and I can assure you, 
he will not be distracted from that goal by anything. 

“If he is dead, then you don’t have to worry about any of that, and 
you can go on to rule the world.” 

Hannis Arc’s mouth twisted. “I hate to admit it, but you may have a 
point. The man has proven how determined he is.” 

The spirit king turned back to look Hannis Arc in the eye. “Rule is 
the revenge, Lord Arc. Kill your enemy now, while you have the 
chance, and then you can go on to rule. Ruling will be your 
vengeance.” 

“As your return to this world is yours?” 

Sulachan smiled a dark, vindictive smile. “I will now be the one 
who in the end has triumphed over all those who would think to take 
my rule and banish me to the infinite recesses of the underworld while 
at the same time banishing all those that I created”—he lifted an arm 
around at the desolate landscape—“to this forsaken place. In the end, 
they could not contain any of us with barriers or even death itself. 
Now, we will each have our way and our revenge.” 

Being from tiny Fajin Province, Hannis Arc had no means to raise 
an army to fulfill his ambitions of conquest. He commanded small 
numbers, really, and he would need vast might to take his objective, 
the People’s Palace, and rule from the House of Rahl’s traditional seat 
of power. To take that objective, he was going to need an army. 

And now, through Sulachan, he had what he needed. He not only 
had the Shun-tuk nation of half people, he had at his disposal an 
endless army of the dead. 


Hands clasped behind his back, he finally looked over at the wise 
spirit king. A spirit Hannis Arc controlled. 

The tattoos covering him had been tedious, time-consuming, and 
painful. But they had proven to be worth it. Those symbols in the 
language of Creation not only helped Hannis Arc pull the spirit of 
Sulachan back from the underworld, they protected him from the 
spirit king, should he not honor his commitments. They were, in a 
way, Hannis Arc’s armor when dealing with things dead. 

“Now that the barrier is down there is no reason to remain here. I 
don’t want to waste any time. We need to be on our way.” 

The spirit king bowed his head. “By your command, Lord Arc.” He 
glanced back at the vast army of half people. “We all stand ready and 
march on your order.” 

“First I kill Richard Rahl, and then we march.” 

A cunning smile overcame Sulachan’s spirit face. “We should allow 
some of the Shun-tuk to feast on the captives. Let your enemy, 
Richard Rahl, be among those eaten. Let him suffer the same 
terrifying death as the others.” 

Hannis Arc shook his head emphatically. “No. No, you’re right that 
while I have the upper hand I should kill him. Pve watched him over 
the years of war and you’re right about how dangerous he is. I must 
not take any chances. 

“But now that the decision has been made, I want to do it myself, 
with my own hands. I want to watch death take him. I want to see the 
man die before my eyes so that the threat he represents is ended once 
and for all. I want him to look up into my eyes and know that it is I, 
Hannis Arc, banishing him to the world of the dead. 

“Before he dies, I want him to know that I am turning the Shun-tuk 
loose on all his friends to devour the living flesh off their bones. 

“T will see Richard Rahl die at my feet.” 

The spirit lifted his chin as he drew a breath while gazing out at the 
desolate countryside. “My first day back in the world of life and 
already I am well pleased.” 

Hannis Arc smiled, already envisioning the terror that Richard Rahl 
was about to suffer as he met his sad, lonely, violent end. He 
motioned to Vika. 

She took a single stride forward. “Yes, Lord Arc?” 

He couldn’t keep the smile from his face as he looked into her blue 
eyes. “Bring Richard Rahl to me. His time to die has come at last.” 

She tipped her head. “Of course, Lord Arc. I will bring him to you at 
once.” 

“Good. And there is no need to be gentle. In fact, make sure he is 
suffering in agony first, then bring him to me. Make sure, though, that 
he is still alive so I can kill him. 


“T will see to it, Lord Arc,” she said in that chilling tone she had 
when unleashed to practice her skills. 

He gestured toward the distance. “We’re starting out at once. Have 
the Shun-tuk bring all our supplies, first, then bring Richard Rahl to 
me.” 

“Of course, Lord Arc. I will catch up with you.” 

He glanced over at the king. “After I cut his throat with the same 
knife I used to bleed him over you, we’ll drag him behind as we 
march, and leave a trail of his blood for the Shun-tuk to lick up.” 

Vika looked from the spirit king’s smile to Hannis Arc and then 
hurried away. 

“What a fitting and bloody end this is going to be for the House of 
Rahl,” Hannis Arc whispered to himself as he started south. Once 
through the gates out of the third kingdom, he could turn toward the 
heart of the D’Haran Empire. 
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The glowing spirit of the dead Emperor Sulachan looked thoughtfully 
out over the landscape they were passing through. “As long as we are 
on the subject of rule, do you know, Lord Arc, that I commanded great 
respect and utter loyalty? That I was never challenged from within?” 

“Challenged from within?” Hannis Arc was beginning to see that 
Sulachan had come back into the world of life with a lot on his mind. 
“What are you getting at.” 

“I mean, no one within my inner circle of command—generals, 
commanders, advisors—ever rose up to challenge me, ever plotted to 
take my place.” 

“Why is that?” 

“Because I eliminated all of those who lusted to take my place, 
those who thought themselves more clever than I. Sometimes, I 
eliminated them because I knew they were going to have such 
thoughts even before they themselves knew they would eventually 
have such thoughts.” 

With a thumb, Hannis Arc rubbed a tattooed symbol laid out along 
the side of his first finger. It was a symbol warning of hidden threats. 

“If I might add something...?” the spirit said, glancing over at 
Hannis Arc in his silent contemplation. 

“Please, state your mind.” Hannis Arc gestured between himself and 
Sulachan. “We are of one purpose in this, after all. We both work 
toward the same ends. As you have said, you acquired a lot of 
experience when you ruled such a vast empire. If you have something 
useful to say, then I would know it.” 

The spirit looked pleased. “You have one who serves you with 
prophecy.” 

Hannis Arc considered for a moment. A number of people served 
him with prophecy. He finally frowned. 

“Do you mean Ludwig Dreier? My abbot?” 

The spirit glanced back at the vast force of devoted Shun-tuk 
blanketing the rugged landscape as they followed behind, flooding 
around the rugged spires. “That is the one. Have you considered what 
trouble he might be?” 

“Trouble?” Hannis Arc flicked a hand dismissively. “Ludwig Dreier 


is a petty abbot. A nobody. He doesn’t even work at the citadel, with 
me. He runs a dusty old abbey off in the mountains. He performs a 
variety of services for me.” 

“In what variety of ways does this petty man serve you?” 

“Well, I sometimes send him in my place on matters of state. I 
recently sent him to bring word to the leaders of other lands in the 
D’Haran Empire of the value of prophecy. As it happened, Lord Rahl 
had invited all the rulers of all the lands to the People’s Palace, for a 
wedding. I had business with a Hedge Maid”—he glanced over at 
Sulachan—“and with you, of course. 

“So I sent Ludwig Dreier to the People’s Palace in my place. He was 
to make overtures to other lands on the value of prophecy and begin 
the process of winning the loyalty of leaders to our cause, rather than 
the D’Haran Empire. 

“But his main work is to bring me prophecy. That is his job, the 
work of the abbey he runs.” 

Hannis Arc watched the king of the dead walk in silence for a 
moment. He finally spoke what was on his mind. 

“And has he ever told you how he collects that prophecy for you?” 

Hannis Arc cast about in his memory, trying to think if Dreier had 
ever told him anything specific. 

“Its all pretty routine work. He deals with country people, the 
cunning folk out in the less-populated areas of Fajin Province and the 
Dark Lands, looking for anyone with any modicum of talent at 
foretelling from whom he might be able to coax prophecy. Some such 
people are born with minor ability to see into prophetic visions. 
Ludwig Dreier tests these people for what prophecy they might be 
capable of giving. If there is such prophecy among the country folk 
and he discovers it, then it should properly come to me. 

“Lord Rahl has always been secretive about prophecy, and will not 
share what he knows of it. People have a right to prophecy. Prophecy 
is not the property of the few. It belongs to all of us. 

“Unlike Lord Rahl, I understand and use prophecy.” He gestured at 
the corpse walking beside him. “After all, that is part of how you are 
able to be here in this world again. Had it not been for prophecy I 
might not have unlocked the paths necessary to bring you back from 
the underworld. 

“Sometimes those simple country people require an incentive to get 
them to concentrate their minds to such a complex task as giving forth 
prophecy. He pressures them in various ways to focus their thoughts 
on what we seek so that they will be able to give prophecy, if they in 
fact are truly gifted in the art.” 

“So he tortures them to get them to focus.” 

Hannis Arc shrugged. “Well, yes, on occasion, when necessary, I 


suppose. I leave it to him to decide what is necessary. I don’t need to 
waste my time with such petty matters. I leave it to him. 

“He is very effective at his work. He has brought me some 
remarkable prophecy. Not the prophecy I found myself, from my own 
more in-depth studies that I used for all this”—he swept a hand back 
toward the Shun-tuk behind them—“for understanding how this fits 
into everything, and for calling you back. But he has proven useful 
over the years with prophecy that has turned out to be not only true, 
but quite timely and useful. 

“I have books in which we record the prophecy he collects. He 
sends it on to the citadel, I look it all over, and then we record it.” 

The spirit king gazed up at a wisp of gray overcast trailing down. 
“Do you know that he tampers with the world of the dead in order to 
obtain that prophecy?” 

Hannis Arc missed a step. “No.... In what way? And how do you 
know?” 

“Well, since I exist in that underworld, I know what happens there. 
You would have been unaware of such things taking place, of course, 
but part of my value in this alliance is to know of events in that world. 
You have seen things of importance here—evidence and indications— 
while I have seen such things of importance there, in that world.” 

“Yes, that has proven to be mutually beneficial, and it will be even 
more so in the future. But what of Ludwig Dreier? What news could 
you have from the underworld about him?” 

“He meddles in things you don’t know about. He meddles in 
prophecy in ways that you don’t know about or suspect. I know this 
because he uses his talents to send tentacles in my world to draw out 
that prophecy.” 

Hannis Arc’s anger rose in a hot fury. “For what purpose?” 

The spirit king glanced over out of the corner of a transparent, 
glowing eye. “What purpose indeed? What purpose would a man have 
not to tell his master what he was doing, and how he was doing it ... 
unless he has designs on one day taking rule for himself.” 

Hannis Arc felt his seething anger boil to the surface. 

The glowing spirit leaned toward him. “Now that I am risen from 
the dead, and my spirit has joined us here, is there really any purpose 
for an abbot who schemes behind your back with occult conjuring of 
his own? For an abbot who has designs on your rule? 

“What possible service could he provide you that would be worth 
the risk?” He gestured behind. “You have all you need to carry out 
any order. These half people and all the dead you can use are yours to 
command. You will have the world kneeling at your feet, begging to 
do your bidding. Why tolerate a potential threat from within?” He 
smiled again. “Why worry about a knife in your back?” 


“Why indeed,” Hannis Arc said through gritted teeth. 

He had always thought of Ludwig Dreier as a loyal subject with no 
interest other than to assist his master. He had thought him a man 
without any personal designs on ruling anything more than his abbey. 

Hannis Arc was furious to learn that after giving Ludwig Dreier his 
position and trusting him with responsibilities such as going to the 
People’s Palace in his place and with speaking to leaders of other 
lands, the man would scheme to usurp rule. Hannis Arc wondered just 
how much his abbot had already done to undermine him. 

Dark thoughts of what he wanted to do to Ludwig Dreier drifted 
through his mind. He reminded himself that it was still possible that it 
wasn’t true. Sulachan could be wrong. 

But what difference did it make? Ludwig Dreier wasn’t needed any 
longer, and Sulachan was right that it made sense to eliminate the 
threat, or the potential for it to become one. 

The spirit king gestured back to the legions of half people 
blanketing the landscape, moving like a silent shadow on their march. 

“For your purpose, you don’t need all of these here with us. Having 
most of them with us is more than enough. Once we get to where 
we're going, we will raise all the dead we need from the catacombs, 
the crypts, tombs, and graves. We will have all the dead we could ever 
need to accomplish what you wish to accomplish. It is impossible for 
such a force to be disloyal. You shall have a virtually endless army 
that will follow your commands without question or delay. You will 
rule without opposition.” 

Hannis Arc glanced back at the half people amassed behind. 

“Besides sending some behind to feast on the captives, we should 
send others to the abbey.” 

The spirit king nodded. “So be it.” He turned a little and lifted a 
hand, using two fingers to summon a contingent of the half people to 
receive their orders. 

Hannis Arc knew from experience that they would be only too eager 
to be let off their leash to hunt the abbey, as well as feed on the 
captives down in the caves. 

The risen spirit king was proving to be useful beyond Hannis Arc’s 
wildest imagination. He had never before had the companionship of 
such an equal in determination, purpose, and ruthlessness. 

Soon, they would shape the world to their will. 
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Richard paced the length of his cell, going back and forth in the light 
from the soft green luminescence of the veil over the opening where 
he had come in. He could do nothing other than pace in frustration. 

When Vika had taken him to the cell after they had cut him and 
used his blood to resurrect Emperor Sulachan, Richard had asked her 
what they were going to do with him. She had smiled in that 
profoundly disturbing way that only a Mord-Sith could and told him 
that she would be spending time with him while the others would 
likely be given to the half people, who were eager to devour them for 
their souls. 

He supposed that after that, the unholy half dead would be coming 
for him as well. He had imagined it a thousand times over, and then 
another thousand. He had tried to come up with some way he might 
escape once they lifted the veil and came for him. He could think of 
nothing that had even the remotest chance to work. He knew that 
they would flood in and overwhelm him. 

He was beyond distressed and upset waiting for the unknown. He 
wanted out. If he was going to die, he at least wished he could 
somehow recover his sword and die fighting. Better that than the end 
they had planned for him. 

If he could get to his sword, he might be able to at least kill the 
newly risen dead king. He thought that, if he could get to his sword, 
he might even have a chance to kill Hannis Arc. He spent a lot of time 
trying to decide which one he would rather kill, if he could only kill 
one. Without his gift working, at least with his sword he wouldn’t die 
helpless. 

But he couldn’t do anything—including trying to get to his sword— 
unless he could find a way to get out of the prison cell. He had 
thought for a time that maybe Vika would choose to help him, in 
some little way, at least. But he had not seen her since she had left 
him after the ceremony. 

He wondered why. As he paced hour after hour, he was left to 
contemplate what Hannis Arc was really up to. He must have some 
grand goal in mind. Richard could understand the spirit of Sulachan 
wanting to come back to the world of the living in order to try to 


implement his plans. Naja’s account had been pretty emphatic about 
what he wanted to do. 

Richard glanced down at the ring that Magda Searus had left for 
him. He knew what Sulachan wanted. He wanted to break the Grace. 

Richard went back to pacing. He knew what Sulachan wanted, but 
what was Hannis Arc’s role? He was not the kind to be a sycophant to 
a spirit king. He had to have a plan of his own, something he wanted 
for himself. Richard knew that people like Hannis Arc only wanted 
one thing: power. The symbols tattooed all over the man spoke to the 
lengths to which he would go in order to obtain that power. He was 
deeply involved in the darkest of occult conjuring. 

Of course, with the war ended and the world at peace—at least 
until the barrier containing the half people had failed and Hannis Arc 
brought their king back—the only real power left was the D’Haran 
Empire. By getting Richard out of the way, that made it pretty obvious 
what Bishop Arc’s intent had to be. 

He wanted to be Lord Arc and rule the D’Haran Empire. 

Throughout his waiting and pacing, Richard had regularly gone to 
every opening covered by a green veil. At each he had called out, 
hoping to get in contact with Zedd again, or with anyone. He wished 
he knew if they were still alive, still all right. He shouted until he 
nearly lost his voice. He never received an answer. There was no one 
imprisoned near him. 

He tried not to take that as a bad sign. 

He went back to wondering what Hannis Arc and the spirit king 
were doing. He wondered if they had already left. If Hannis Arc hadn’t 
already left, he surely would have already come down to gloat, to 
torment Richard. 

Richard wondered if maybe he was being kept around as a source of 
fresh blood in case Sulachan’s corpse needed a bit of freshening from 
time to time. Maybe the emperor was waiting to see if he would need 
more blood. Maybe they didn’t know, and were keeping Richard for 
the time being, just in case. 

Richard wanted nothing more than to have Sulachan come down to 
get that blood. If he got any chance at all, he was going to take it. He 
needed to rip that walking corpse to pieces—with his bare hands if 
need be, with his teeth if he had to. He might not be able to harm the 
spirit, but if he could rip the worldly part of him to bits that might do 
something. 

He knew that such a battle would cost him his life, but it would be 
worth it if he could put a stop to what was happening. Besides, he was 
likely going to be fed to the half people anyway. 

He could feel the sword’s magic in the distance. But even though he 
could feel it, it was too far away to do him any good. It was like a 


connection waiting to be completed, waiting for him to return. He 
could sense where it was, but he had no way to get to it. 

If it were closer, he could summon it. He was bonded to the blade, 
and within a certain distance he could draw the sword to hand. He 
had done that before—drawn it to him. But it was too far, now. 
Besides, it was beyond the green boundary to the underworld. Even if 
it were somehow close enough, and he called it to him as he had done 
in the past, once it fell into the underworld it would be lost forever. 

He checked his arm where he had been cut. The wound had closed 
and was starting to heal, but it was black under the skin. He wondered 
if that was from the knife, or from the poison of death inside him. 

He supposed that it didn’t matter. He imagined that soon enough 
the Shun-tuk would finally be given permission to rip him apart. They 
were probably only being held at bay in case Sulachan needed any 
more blood. The others had probably already been sacrificed. 
Richard’s time would come soon enough. 

They would likely feed him to the half people before the poison 
inside ever had the chance to kill him. With grim curiosity, he 
wondered if that poison might kill the half people who ate him. He 
supposed not. They were of the third kingdom. 

As he sat back against the wall, tossing small stones out of 
boredom, he wondered if Samantha had gotten away. He had no idea 
what she could do now that she was alone and so far from her home, 
but at least she had escaped Hannis Arc’s clutches. Of course, there 
was no guarantee that she had stayed out of the drifting greenish 
boundaries of death, or out of the clutches of the half people. 

She had wanted so much to come with him, to help him, to try to 
rescue her mother. She had wanted to help fight the threat descending 
on the world. She had wanted to carry out the duty of the gifted who 
had been left in Stroyza. She had shown so much resolve. 

He felt guilty for abandoning her, but of course he’d had no choice 
in the matter. Still, he felt bad. Having her run to keep her from being 
captured along with him was all he had been able do. 

Richard slumped back against the wall, resting his forearms over his 
knees. He was exhausted from the captivity, the pain of the Agiel, and 
with worry. He was weak from lack of food. 

Worse, he was getting weaker from the inner poison. 

“Lord Rahl?” 

Richard’s head came up. He thought he heard a voice call his name. 
It was distant, and rather muffled coming through the wavering, 
greenish underworld wall, but he thought that it sounded like 
Samantha’s voice. 
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“Lord Rahl?” 

It was closer the second time. He was sure that it was Samantha’s 
voice. 

Richard stood in a rush. 

“Lord Rahl?” 

That time the voice was right outside his prison cell door. 

“Samantha? Samantha, is that you?” 

“Lord Rahl! Lord Rahl! Are you all right?” 

“Yes! I’m trapped in here. I can’t get out. They stuck me in here 
behind a veil to the underworld.” 

“T know.” 

“How in the world did you find me?” 

“A woman in red leather saw me hiding in the rocks just outside the 
caves where they took you.” 

“Red leather? And she didn’t take you captive?” 

“T thought she was going to snatch me for sure and give me to all 
those half people. Most of them had already passed by near where I 
was hiding. She was coming from the caves to catch up with the men 
leading the half people. 

“But when she spotted me, she instead signaled for me to stay 
where I was, to stay out of sight, and wait. I couldn’t imagine why. I 
was afraid and didn’t know if I could trust her, but I didn’t know what 
else to do. If I came out, then the others would snatch me for sure. 

“But then, after a time, when everyone had moved on, she came 
back.” 

“And she didn’t capture you?” 

Samantha was quiet for a moment. “No. I don’t know why not. She 
stared at me for a long time, thinking about something, I guess. I 
stood there trembling, imagining she was going to feed me to the half 
people I’d just seen go by. Then, the strangest thing happened. She 
bent down and told me where you were.” 

Richard was stunned. “So, she’s with you, then? She helped you get 
down here?” 

“No, she only told me where you were being held. It looked like she 
had a hard time of deciding to do that much. After that, she went to 


catch up with the others.” 

“Do you know where the others were going?” 

“Most of them seem to be headed south, back toward the gates we 
came through. They had so many Shun-tuk with them that it looked 
like the ground was moving. I couldn’t see all of them, or tell if they 
were all moving south. I watched for what seemed like all day as they 
kept coming past. But I do know that some of the half people stayed 
behind.” 

“So, there are still half people here, in the caves?” 

“Yes. Lots of them. It took me a long time to work my way down 
here,” she said, sounding frantic. “There’re all over in these caves. 
Sometimes I had to wait hours for them to leave.” 

“Where are they now?” 

“I don’t know for sure. I know that they patrol the passageways. 
Lord Rahl, you have to get out of there! The half people will come 
back through here soon. They haunt these caves like ghosts. I can’t 
stay here—they’ll get me. You have to get out! You have to get out 
now!” 

Richard threw his hands up in frustration. “I can’t, Samantha. The 
half people have the ability to banish the green veil, but I don’t. I 
don’t have a way out or I would already be out. I’m trapped in here.” 

“Lord Rahl, I can’t stay here. The caves are full of half people. If I 
stay I’ll be caught and—” 

“Listen to me, Samantha, you need to run. You’re right. You can’t 
stay out there or you'll be caught. Get out of here. Get out now.” 

“T need you to come with me.” 

Richard raked his fingers back through his hair as he growled in 
anger. “Samantha—” 

“T found some of the others.” 

“What?” 

“When I was looking for you, I found some of the soldiers. I talked 
to them like I’m talking to you. They’re trapped, too, on the other side 
of greenish underworld veils.” There was a long pause. “Lord Rahl,” 
she said, her voice starting to choke with tears, “I talked to my 
mother.” 

Richard froze. “Dear spirits,” he whispered, not wanting her to hear 
him. 

“Lord Rahl, please, I need you to help me get her out. I can’t do it. I 
need you.” 

Richard’s hands fisted as his jaw clenched. He told himself to stay 
calm, to think. He had to tell her the brutal truth. 

“Samantha, you need to get away. I’m stuck. I can’t get out. Save 
yourself. Your mother would want you to save yourself, to live.” 

“T know. That’s what she told me. But I can’t just give up.” 


Richard leaned his hands on the wall beside the wavering green 
light. When he came close, the spirits of the dead on the other side 
became more agitated and pressed against the green wall, trying to get 
out, trying to get at him. 

Richard stared at them for a moment. He was one of them, in a 
way. He had death inside him. He was of the third kingdom. He was 
both life and death together. And yet, he was trapped by death in the 
world of life. 

“Lord Rahl...” 

He could hear her weeping softly. 

He was her only hope. 

“Tm sorry, Samantha, but I don’t have a way to get out.” 

“But you have to. You’re the one.” 

The one, he thought bitterly. What good was it doing him to be “the 
one”? 

Richard straightened. He was of both worlds. He was alive, but he 
had death in him as well. He was already dead, but had life still 
attached to his spirit. 

It seemed so simple. Could it be true? 

Magda Searus and Merritt had left him a message. They had said 
Know that you have within you what you need to survive. Use it. 

Use it. 

He wondered ... 
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“Samantha?” 

“Tm here.” 

He looked down at the Grace on the ring Magda and Merritt had 
left for him. It was meant to remind him of what mattered. The Grace 
was a depiction of both worlds, really, and how life blended and 
balanced with both—the world of life, and the world of the dead. It 
was also a depiction of their interconnection. 

Richard looked up. “Samantha, I need you to get back. Get back 
away from the green wall.” 

“Lord Rahl, I don’t have anywhere to go....” 

“I mean that I need you to stand back—off to the side. In case the 
boundary of the underworld moves I want you back out of the way. 
Go back down the hall a ways.” 

“Why? What are you going to do?” 

“Hurry, we don’t how long before more of the Shun-tuk show up. 
Hurry, now. Stand back out of the way.” 

“All right,” she said from farther down the cave outside. “I’m back 
out of the way.” 

“Listen, Samantha... if anything goes wrong, I want you to get 
away. Do you understand? Don’t hesitate. If anything goes wrong, run 
and get out of here. Your mother would want you to live.” 

“Lord Rahl, you’re scaring me. And I’m already scared enough. 
There are human bones in some of the caves down here.” 

That was discouraging news. “I understand, but if I can’t escape 
from in here, then you have to get away.” 

“Tt took me a long time to get down here, sneaking past all those 
ghostly-looking Shun-tuk. I don’t know if I can get back out.” 

“T know it’s frightening. But if this doesn’t work, you have to try. 
Understand?” 

“T understand,” she finally said. 

“Now, stand back.” 

“T am standing back. Hurry. Lord Rahl, you’ve got to hurry. I can 
hear voices echoing. I think they’re coming. Hurry.” 

Richard took a deep breath. It had to work. It made sense. 

As Samantha had told him once, he was of that world. 


He remembered the message left for him, carved in the language of 
Creation. 

Know that you have within you what you need to survive. Use it. 

That was what Magda Searus and the Wizard Merritt had told him. 
They knew he would come to that place and read their message. They 
had left their ring for him. 

Still, he was loath to try such a thing. But he was dead anyway if he 
didn’t at least try. Everyone would die. This was his only chance. 

He knew that more than anything, despite how he tried to convince 
himself of the logic of it, it was an act of desperation. 

Zedd always said that sometimes an act of desperation was magic— 
real magic. 

He tried to slow his breathing. He couldn’t afford to wait any 
longer. He had thought it through as best he could. There was no time 
to think it over any longer. He was out of options and out of time. 
They all were. He had to try. 

He looked down at the Grace on the ring one last time. He looked at 
the lines coming out from the center, the lines representing the spark 
of the gift as it crossed the world of life and then went on into the 
infinite world of the dead. Each was a continuous, unbroken line 
crossing worlds. 

Richard steeled himself, gritting his teeth. And then, he raced ahead 
into the glowing green luminescence that was the outer boundary of 
the underworld itself. 

The shock of it was like walking off a cliff at midnight. 

He was instantly lost in an eternity of darkness. 

There were no spirits as he stepped through into their world, as 
there had been before when he was on life’s side of the boundary. 
There was no more howling, no wailing, no more wavering limbs. 

There was nothing. 

There was no heat, no cold, no light, only a kind of darkness that 
was beyond darkness. In a way it reminded him of what it was like 
looking into a night stone, only this was more like walking into a 
night stone, or more accurately, being swallowed into that perfect 
blackness. 

He felt totally and utterly lost. 

Everything was dead to him. 
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Richard couldn’t sense if he had been in that empty world for mere 
seconds, or for a hundred years. The void was without sight, sound, 
dimension, or time. 

But then the darkness began to dissolve around him. The world 
came back in ragged patches like being able to begin to see objects 
when first coming awake. The sensation accelerated and as light and 
sound crashed in around him, he found himself standing in the cave 
outside his prison cell. 

He looked back over his shoulder and saw that the sparkling, 
wavering greenish luminescence blocking the opening to where he 
had been held for so long was no longer there. 

Samantha’s big dark eyes blinked as she stared in disbelief. 

“Dear spirits,” she whispered. “Lord Rahl, you just stepped right out 
of the underworld.” 

Richard looked down at himself. He appeared to be in one piece. He 
was all there. He wasn’t bleeding. He wasn’t in any pain. He felt 
normal, other than the persistent touch of death that still festered 
inside him. 

“How could you do such a thing?” Samantha asked. 

“I have death in me, remember?” 

Samantha nodded her head of bushy black hair, clearly not 
understanding. “But how could you step right out of the world of the 
dead?” 

“Do you remember what you told me?” he asked as he checked 
ahead and behind into the darkness. “You said that I was of that world 
—the third kingdom. Life and death together. Because I have death in 
me I’m of both worlds.” 

“So you figured that if you are the world of life, and could exist 
here with death in you, at least for a while, then you could exist there, 
at least for a while, with life in you?” 

Richard nodded. “At least for a short time.” 

She seemed to remember her overriding urgency, then looked 
around and pointed. “The other voices I heard were down that way. 
We have to get them out. We have to get my mother out. Hurry before 
any of the Shun-tuk come back this way.” 


Richard was nodding even as he was already moving. Samantha ran 
beside him. 

“This way, Lord Rahl,” she said as she raced out in front of him and 
then cut down another passageway to the right. 

It was dark in the rough, crooked tunnel, with distant greenish light 
reflecting off the rock in places, enabling him to at least see where 
they were going. 

Richard raced past human bones. They lay discarded, piled up 
against the walls and drifted into irregular depressions to the side. 

Panting from the short run, he stopped when Samantha skidded to 
halt and thrust out her arm to point. “There.” 

“Your mother?” he guessed. 

She nodded. “Hurry.” 

Richard took a deep breath and then without delay stepped into the 
darkness beyond the flickering green curtain. It was the same timeless, 
black void as the first time. It was no easier to endure the 
uncomfortable, lost feeling of the timeless world. In a way, it felt as if 
he had never left. 

As the wall dissolved back into the reality of the world of life, he 
saw a woman with black hair standing speechless before him, staring 
with big, dark eyes. 

Samantha raced through the now-clear opening into the room 
where the woman stood in silent shock. She threw herself into the 
woman’s outstretched arms. Samantha looked like a small, frail, 
miniature version of her mother. Richard had expected her to look 
like her mother, but the striking similarity was more than he had 
expected. 

“Sammie,” the woman said with profound relief. “Dear spirits, I 
never thought I would see you again.” 

“This is Lord Rahl,” Samantha said with a nod as she tugged on her 
mother’s hand, pulling her toward the opening of the room. 

“Lord Rahl...?” The woman’s mouth dropped open. 

“Yes.” As she dragged her mother, Samantha waved a hand, urging 
Richard to come along after her. “Hurry, Lord Rahl. We need to get 
the others out.” 

Not needing the urging, Richard was right on their heels, following 
them out. Samantha raced down the tunnel a short way before again 
skidding to a halt. She thrust out her arm, again pointing at a green 
curtain. 

“There.” 

Richard didn’t pause to question. Without slowing he raced through 
the green veil and into the coldly frightening void. As the darkness 
dissolved, and the inner cell came into view, he found himself 
standing before a number of the shocked faces of men of the First File. 


They were packed in, filling the room. The ones sitting, leaning 
against the wall, jumped to their feet. 

“Lord Rahl?” one of the men said in surprise. 

Suddenly, Cara raced through the men, pushing them aside to make 
way. She flew into his arms. “Lord Rahl! You’re alive! You’re alive!” 

Her husband, Ben, the general in charge of the First File, was right 
there behind her. He looked as relieved to see Richard as Cara did, if 
more shocked. 

Cara, as frazzled as she appeared, had never looked so good to him. 

“Lord Rahl,” Cara said, “you look terrible.” 

“Probably because a Mord-Sith has been using her Agiel on me.” 

“What!” 

“Long story, no time,” he said as he started pushing soldiers toward 
the now-clear opening and out into the tunnel. 

Richard caught General Meiffert’s arm, stopping him, and spoke in 
a low voice. “Ben, where are the rest of the men?” 

With a haunted look, Ben glanced over his shoulder at his men 
racing out of their prison. “They’ve been coming and taking them, one 
at a time. Lord Rahl, I know it sounds crazy, but they’ve been taking 
them out and eating them alive. We could hear it. We could hear the 
screams before—” 

“T know,” Richard said. “I know.” He let out a distraught sigh as he 
shared a look with the man. “I’m so sorry. I wish I could have gotten 
here sooner.” 

Ben shook his head as he looked Richard in the eye. “We are here to 
protect you, Lord Rahl, not the other way around.” 

“Richard?” 

It was the muffled sound of Zedd’s voice, off to the side, through 
another wall of greenish light. 

“He’s in there,” Ben said, gesturing to the side. “We’ve been able to 
talk to him when we don’t think anyone is around. He says that Nicci 
is beyond, in another cell on the far side of him. They kept the gifted 
separated.” 

Richard wasted no time in asking any questions or saying anything 
else. There was no time to waste on reunions or explanations of 
anything. There would be time enough for that if they could escape 
the caves and the Shun-tuk that hunted them. For now he needed to 
get the others and get out. 

Richard raced past the men and out the now-clear opening into the 
craggy tunnel. He ran past Samantha and her mother to the next 
shimmering curtain of greenish light. Without a moment’s hesitation, 
Richard plunged into the greenish glow. 

For an eternity, he floated in a timeless place, and then, as the dark, 
timeless emptiness resolved into the sights and sounds of the world, 


Richard saw an astonished Zedd rising to his feet. The old man moved 
with a pained slowness, as if he had been sitting on the stone floor for 
far too long. His wavy white hair stuck out in disarray. His simple 
robes were filthy. 

Richard threw his arms around his grandfather in a quick embrace, 
then hurriedly pushed away. 

“No time to talk,” he said to his grandfather before the old man had 
a chance to launch into a thousand questions. “We need to get out of 
here.” 

Zedd flicked a bony hand toward the wall at the side. “Nicci. Nicci 
is over there. Can you get her, too?” 

Richard nodded as he first hurried his grandfather out into the 
corridor where Samantha and her mother waited. Zedd took the 
woman’s hands, expressing wordlessly his relief at being out and 
seeing her out as well. Obviously, the two of them must have talked. 

At the next sparkling greenish veil, the shadowed shapes of spirits 
beyond flailed and twisted expectantly as Richard came close. Again, 
without pause, he immediately plummeted into the world of the dead 
—his world, in a way. Beyond the first sparkling flash of greenish 
illumination as he made contact, there were no spirits. There was 
nothing. It was a frightening fall through darkness until the world of 
life abruptly crashed into view. 

As it did, Nicci, in tears of joy at seeing him, already had her arms 
around his neck before he was sure that he was fully back in the world 
of life. 

“Richard ... how in the world—” 

“Later,” he said, seizing her upper arm and pulling her out of the 
now-clear opening. She peered around the edges of the opening as she 
passed through, looking amazed at seeing the deadly underworld 
boundary so abruptly gone. 

Out in the hall, Richard paused. When everyone started to talk at 
once, he held up his hand as he shushed them. 

“Quiet. Half people are near and could hear you. We don’t want to 
have to fight them if we don’t have to, especially not down here.” 

They instantly fell silent, many casting worried looks up and down 
the rocky tunnel. 

Richard also needed quiet because he wanted to go within himself 
and feel the link to his sword’s power. He could feel that it was closer 
than it had been when he had been in his prison cell. As he closed his 
eyes and let the world around him fade into the background, it 
allowed him to embrace that faint inner sense. 

He at last lifted his arm to point. 

“That way.” 

He raced down the tunnel winding its way through the pockmarked 


rock, at junctures of passageways taking the route where he could feel 
the strongest pull of the sword. He could feel himself getting closer to 
it all the time. He ran with a sense of urgent desperation to get his 
hands on it. 

Along the way they encountered bones pushed to the edges of the 
passageway. There were were so many bones in places that they 
looked like debris that had been washed up in a flood. There were no 
large sections, such as intact spines, feet, or hands. All of the bones 
had been completely disjointed so that the individual small bits and 
pieces lay in dense mounds. All the skulls had been broken open so 
that the Shun-tuk could get at the brains, so that only fragments 
remained. 

Richard, leading the silent group of soldiers and gifted, at last found 
the place where he felt his sword the strongest, where it felt near. He 
knew what it felt like to sense the sword and he could tell that it was 
only feet away beyond another underworld barrier. He dared not call 
it to hand, though. He feared that if he did, he might lose it in the 
void of the underworld. 

He looked back for a brief moment at everyone’s tense expressions, 
and then he stepped through the boundary into the world of the dead. 

Before the world even began to come back in around him, he 
already had his fingers around the hilt of the Sword of Truth. It was a 
huge relief to have the weapon back. He immediately slipped the 
baldric over his head and let the sword find its proper place at his left 
hip. 

“Ben, get your men in here,” he called back through the opening 
where the green veil winked out of existence. He signaled with an 
urgent wave of his arms. 

There were weapons—swords, axes, pikes, knives—stacked 
haphazardly in the room. The half people had thrown all the weapons 
they’d confiscated into the small chamber in the rock and covered it 
over with a wall of death. 

The big men of the First File rushed in, all of them retrieving 
weapons as fast as they could, passing them back through the ranks to 
men outside in the corridor, crowded in close to the weapons cache. 
None of them bothered to try to find their own; they were just happy 
to get their hands on any weapon handed back to them. Richard 
understood the feeling. He felt that same sense of relief at having his 
own weapon back. 

Out in the hall, as soon as they were once again armed, the crowd 
quickly gathered in close around him. Richard held up a hand before 
anyone could say anything. 

“We have to get out of here,” he said as softly as possible, but loud 
enough so that they could all hear him. “We can talk later. Hannis Arc 


could be around here somewhere, along with a resurrected spirit of—” 

“No, he’s not,” Samantha whispered. 

Richard frowned at her. “What?” 

“He left. Him and masses and masses of the Shun-tuk. There’s still a 
lot more left down here in these tunnels—hundreds and hundreds— 
but he and most of them have gone.” 

Richard nodded, remembering that she had already told him that. 
“All right,” he said. “There are still hundreds of those flesh eaters 
about. For now, the important thing is that we get out of these caves 
before they catch us trying to escape, and then get away from here.” 

Nicci ignored his urgency and placed two fingers against Richard’s 
forehead. “It’s worse,” she said quietly back over her shoulder to 
Zedd. He nodded knowingly. 

“Richard, it’s important that we get you and Kahlan to the palace,” 
Nicci said, her face set with concern and urgency. “We have to heal 
you both of what you both have inside.” 

Cara looked around. “Where is the Mother Confessor?” 

Richard again shushed them all with a gesture. “Kahlan was 
unconscious,” he whispered. “I had to come alone to get you all out of 
here. She is undoubtedly awake by now back in Stroyza. She will be 
waiting for us. We’ll need to go get her before we head back to the 
palace. But first we need to get out of these caves and out of the third 
kingdom.” 

“Come on,” Samantha said. “This way.” 
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Without delay, the entire company raced off through the dark tunnel, 
following after Samantha. Holding her mother’s hand, she ran like her 
dress was on fire. 

The tunnels were not really corridors, but rather a variety of natural 
openings through the rock. It was in part a cave system through 
hollow cavities, part natural channels created by floodwaters through 
the softer portions of the rock, and in part fissures in the more rugged 
stone. 

In places the passageway ahead led them through long clefts where 
the rock had buckled and split. At other spots, they had to go through 
low passages under broad shelves of rock that were so low that all of 
them except Samantha had to bend at the waist so as not to hit their 
heads as they followed the steep ledge upward. In some places they 
had to climb up into pockmarked networks of holes. 

After going under a series of flat shelves of stone, the openings 
found their way back into the cave system, which split into a 
confusing maze of jagged tunnels and rifts in the layers of what looked 
like melted stone. Some stone was sharp and jagged, while other 
openings they raced through had over great periods of time been 
rounded and smoothed by water. Many of the passageways had small 
streams running through them. In places they had to skirt pools of 
perfectly clear deep water. Other tunnels were crooked, cavernous 
passageways with many openings branching all throughout them. 

The entire subterranean world was so riddled with holes, openings, 
and rifts that it felt to Richard like it all might lead to the underworld 
itself. The greenish veils of luminescence that floated sporadically 
through the caves only added to the illusion. 

“Samantha, are you sure you know where you're going?” Richard 
asked in a hushed voice as he followed close behind her. 

“I grew up in caves,” she said. “I remember distinctive things about 
the rocks and openings through them.” 

She seemed to think that was explanation enough. Richard 
supposed that maybe it was. As a woods guide he did much the same 
kind of thing when traveling through uncharted forests. He made 
mental notes of particular sights along the way so he could find his 


way back. She was more comfortable than he was underground, so he 
had to trust that this was her kind of world, and she was his guide 
through it. 

Still, he did remember certain landmarks himself, and he wasn’t 
seeing them. 

“This isn’t the way we came in,” he whispered urgently to her as 
they zigzagged among what looked like melted rock towers. 

“I know,” she whispered back. “I had to find a way around all the 
unholy half dead.” 

Richard was glad to hear that she had used her head to find a safe 
passage. The way she was taking them was a route that so far had 
been free of the Shun-tuk. But he knew that the half people would be 
patrolling the tunnels and could show up at any moment. Once they 
discovered that their prisoners were missing, all the Shun-tuk would 
be hunting them. 

He didn’t know how much farther they had to go, but he knew he 
would be relieved once they finally reached the surface. He didn’t 
know if they would be any safer aboveground, but they certainly 
weren't safe underground. If they were attacked in the caves it would 
be difficult to fight. They could be trapped by masses of Shun-tuk 
blocking their way from each end of a tunnel and then picked off one 
at a time. 

He reminded himself that they now had gifted with them, and that 
would certainly even the odds. But he also knew from fighting half 
people that they didn’t fear for their lives and were unrelenting in 
coming after their victims. 

If they had to fight off the Shun-Tuk, Richard could cut them down 
with his sword, but sooner or later their numbers would simply 
become too much. He would eventually tire and then they would have 
him. More troubling, though, was that he could only defend one spot, 
and they could come in at them from all directions. 

It was much the same with the gift as with his sword, if all they 
faced were the half people and not the reanimated dead. The gifted, 
too, could kill vast numbers of an enemy, and Richard had certainly 
seen Zedd use wizard’s fire to take down hordes of enemy troops from 
the Old World, but even wizard’s fire had its limits. It had to be 
conjured and cast. Doing so was a great deal of effort and it quickly 
became tiring. If the enemy kept coming in vast numbers, getting 
closer all the time, then even a wizard could be overrun. 

After all, they had been overrun and captured once, already. 

And then there were the walking dead. The gift was of limited use 
against them. That was why, Richard imagined, the half people, like 
those in Sulachan’s time in the old war, used the dead. They were not 
only very effective on the front lines, they were also expendable and 


there was a virtually endless supply of them, so if nothing else, they 
could wear down any resistance. 

Richard followed after Samantha as she made one twisting turn 
after another, following a convoluted route that only she knew back 
through rock riddled with passages, clefts, and a maze of intersections. 
She ran through the labyrinth like a rock rat, never letting go of her 
mother’s hand, never slowing to consider the way. 

When they came to a particularly complex set of passages, 
Samantha stretched as she ran, looking back over the heads of some of 
the men to see Richard. She pointed and made a snaking gesture with 
her hand, indicating the turns they needed to make. Richard nodded 
when he saw what she meant and where they would need to go. 

He grabbed Nicci’s arm and pulled her forward. “Help protect her. I 
want to make sure everyone else makes it through this part here and 
doesn’t get lost. I don’t want to have to come back in here looking for 
anyone who got separated.” 

Nicci touched his shoulder in silent confirmation of the orders 
before swiftly racing forward to catch up with Samantha and her 
mother. 

Richard slowed his pace, allowing himself to fall back as the men of 
the First File ran past to keep up with those ahead. They were 
beginning to become strung out in the series of complex turns, climbs, 
and descents through the snarl of passages. Richard pushed each man 
down the correct tunnel as they raced past, lest they miss the turn. He 
urged them to hurry, pointing to make sure that they saw the correct 
turns to take up ahead. It was difficult to see in the near darkness. 
Only the occasional sparkling curtain of the underworld drifting 
through adjoining passageways gave them any light to see by. He 
hoped one didn’t drift across to block their way, or worse, drift in 
from the side and separate them. 

Richard spotted Zedd, near the back of the line of men. He was 
managing to keep up just fine. He might have been old, but he was 
not only stronger than he looked, but determined to get away from 
the fate that had awaited them in the cave prison. Richard knew that 
his grandfather was staying near the rear because he wanted to watch 
their backs for any sign of trouble. 

Cara, out ahead of her husband, followed close behind Zedd near 
the rear of the column of men. She saw Richard slowing to push men 
down the correct turn. 

“Go,” she growled ahead to him, motioning angrily to him over the 
heads of a congested knot of soldiers. “Don’t wait for us. Go.” 

He knew that she wanted him to stay in among the protection of 
the men of the First File. Richard was determined, though, to make 
sure that in the dark cave none of them missed the turns they needed 


to take. He didn’t want to lose any of them down in the tunnels. As 
men squeezed past him, he pushed them into the correct tunnel, 
frequently pointing the way ahead. 

Cara, in back of the tail end of the men, picked up her speed. She 
raced past an intersection to get to Richard. She was unhappy he was 
slowing down and wanted to get to him so she could protect him. 
Finally, the last two men dashed past. 

Just behind, as Cara cleared the intersection ahead of her husband, 
a flood of Shun-tuk spilled out of several openings to the side. 

There was only one person left in line: Ben. 

Sword to hand, he turned to block the tunnel. 

The whitish forms of Shun-tuk crashed over him in a massive wave 
of bodies, taking him down. 

Richard and Cara skidded to a stop. 

“No!” Cara screamed as the unholy half dead ripped into her 
husband with their teeth. 

Time seemed to stop. 

It seemed like Ben had a hundred of the chalky forms diving in on 
him like a pack of ravenous wolves. 

Richard already had his sword out as he raced back through the 
tunnel. He had to make it in time. He had never run so fast in his life. 

Blood splashed across the savage white faces as they viciously 
ripped out Ben’s throat. Other mouths opened to try to catch squirting 
blood, hoping to catch with it the escaping soul. 

Richard screamed in fury as he ran toward the terrible scene. 

Cara bent at her knees and threw her shoulder into Richard’s chest 
as he flew by, knocking him against the wall, blocking him from 
diving into the pile of howling, growling, writhing Shun-tuk in a 
feeding frenzy. 

“Tt’s too late!” she shouted as she shoved him violently in the other 
direction. “Go! Go! Don’t let his sacrifice be for nothing. Run!” 

In shock at what he had just seen, Richard screamed, “Zedd!” 

His grandfather was already turning back, arms thrust toward the 
Shun-tuk as they tore the fallen general apart with their teeth. 

The last thing Richard saw before an inferno of blinding yellow 
flame exploded back through the tunnel was that it was far too late to 
save Cara’s husband. He’d never even had time to scream. 

Richard panted in shock and rage. It had happened too fast. 

The wailing mass of liquid fire that Zedd sent back through the 
tunnel was deafening in the confines of the passageway. The tumbling 
flame exploded across the ground, splashing up along the walls as it 
flooded over the terrible scene, engulfing it all in a terrible, blinding 
conflagration. 

At least the fallen general would not be eaten by the beasts. He had 


given his life to slow the enemy in the hopes of saving the rest of 
them. 

Tears streamed down Cara’s face as she shoved Richard. “Go! 
Hurry! Go!” 

And then Richard was running. 

Cara’s hand on his back made sure she was in contact with him as 
she pushed him ahead of her while watching his back. Behind them, 
Zedd was a dark, sticklike silhouette against the brutally intense 
yellow blaze. In the roaring heart of that blinding light, the dark 
bodies of the Shun-tuk were reduced to skeletons and then ash in little 
more than an instant. 

The lethal fire roared back through the tunnel, engulfing the 
leading edge of the horde coming for them. The screams of the Shun- 
tuk were bloodcurdling. 

Those screams were not enough for Richard. 
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When they broke free of the caverns, racing out of the underground 
openings and out among the dark stone spires, they found themselves 
in the gloom of dusk. The day was dying in deep grays that made the 
craggy stone pinnacles look like shadows of spirits crowding in from 
all around. Yet, after the darkness of the tunnels, even this somber 
light seemed harsh. The silence, too, was oppressive. 

The silence was short-lived. 

The Shun-tuk, howling in wild fury, poured out of openings 
everywhere in the rock. They were aroused by the smell of blood and 
had their prey in sight. The lethal fire Zedd had unleashed in the 
tunnel had only slowed them. It couldn’t reach through all the 
passages to reach the masses of half people after them. 

They hungered for those with souls. There would be no stopping 
them. 

They flooded out of places in the rock that Richard didn’t even 
know were caves. They rushed out into the dying daylight, a howling, 
ravenous horde, pouring out from the rocks and flowing around the 
stone spires in unending numbers. 

Once out of the confining caves and in the open, seeing the masses 
of the unholy half dead coming from almost every direction, Richard 
knew that if they tried to get away, they would be run down and 
overwhelmed. He skidded to a halt. 

As he stopped, he seized Cara by her wrist and tossed her behind 
him, out of his way. The storm of magic from the sword thundered 
through him, demanding that he strike. 

It was his turn, now, to unleash his own merciless hunger for blood. 

He turned to the Shun-tuk, then, and unleashed his lethal rage, both 
his and his sword’s, against the chalky figures charging in at him with 
lips drawn back and teeth bared. They came at him from every 
direction. 

His blade met the snarling faces, shattering the skulls of those 
diving toward him. Each swing splintered bone or severed heads. 
Bone, brains, and blood smacked the rocks all around Richard as he 
swung the sword without pause. Blood fell in a red rain. 

The Shun-tuk were being cut down by the dozens. Headless bodies, 


or bodies with only the lower part of their head, toppled and tumbled 
across the ground. 

Richard lost himself in the storm of anger raging through him. He 
gave himself over to it without reservation or restraint. All he wanted 
to do was kill these soulless monsters. The blade demanded ever more 
blood and he was only too happy to oblige. He needed the blood of 
these animals more than he needed to live himself. 

He abandoned himself to the need to kill, to his rage at what they 
had done to Ben and so many others. Each body that fell only made 
him want to kill more of them. There was no way that he would ever 
be satisfied if even one of them still stood. 

As he killed men and women to one side, half people on the other 
side thought they had an opening to get to him and take him down. 
Richard let them come, then spun, cutting two men in half with one 
swing. Legs without bodies folded and collapsed. Torsos trailing 
innards and blood hit the ground with heavy thuds. The severed, 
ashen heads of yet more half people thunked down on the rock, 
cracking as they hit from their violent, tumbling fall. Empty eyes set 
in darkly painted rings stared up at nothing from tangles of bloody 
limbs. 

As he screamed in rage while swinging the sword, the chalky 
figures toppled to the ground around him, headless, armless, lifeless. 

He didn’t try to run, to get away. There was no getting away. There 
was only the killing. 

He stood his ground, slaughtering them as they came, until there 
were so many bodies that he needed to move out from the tangled 
mass of sprawling carcasses and severed body parts just in order to be 
able to fight. Gore from those cut in half spilled across the rocky 
ground. Blood covered everything. Where there had been the pale, 
ash-covered figures, there were now only bodies covered in a sheen of 
wet red. 

Running recklessly, many of the Shun-tuk slipped on all the blood 
and gore and fell sprawling across the ground. Richard stabbed 
downward at forms wriggling through the blood and the dead to get 
at him. 

Those who raced in toward him fell dead and dying around him as 
fast as they came, adding their numbers to those already piling up 
around him. 

It was not skillful fighting, not a gruesomely elegant dance with 
death. There was no artful cut and thrust, no graceful evasion and 
counterstrike. 

It was, instead, violent, mad, bloody butchery, nothing more, 
nothing less. 

Not far from him, Cara, with a knife in each hand that she had 


gotten somewhere, fought with a wild ferocity that was frightening to 
witness. Richard understood her savage wrath. 

He usually saw her fight with her Agiel, but her Agiel would not 
work because his gift did not work. His gift powered the bond, and 
without that bond her weapon was dead in her hand, so she had 
instead found knives. She was no less deadly with knives than an 
Agiel. If anything, at the moment it looked like she preferred them for 
the manifest, ripping damage they did, visible evidence of her rage. 

Off to the sides behind him, the soldiers of the First File fought with 
the same kind of grim fury, wanting to avenge the death of their 
general, a leader they admired and loved. The First File were the elite 
of D’Haran troops, the deadliest of fighters, and they were more than 
proving it this day. 

By the way they fought, though, Richard could see that they were 
not fighting to save themselves. This was purely for vengeance. The 
First File in want of retribution was a sight to behold. 

Yet, even as hard as they fought, some of those soldiers were 
swamped by the flood of howling half people. He saw them go down, 
covered with dozens of the unholy half dead wildly tearing into them 
with bared teeth. 

Beyond them, beyond the killing field immediately around Richard 
littered with hundreds of dead and dying Shun-tuk, Zedd and Nicci 
were unleashing their gift with deadly effectiveness. 

Off in the distance, at the outer margin of the raging battle, Richard 
could hear the roaring wail of wizard’s fire racing though the murky 
air, lighting the stone spires with an intense yellowish orange radiance 
before splashing down among the Shun-tuk as they raced out of the 
rocks. They were incinerated by the hundreds before even having the 
chance to join the battle. Despite how many of the savages died, more 
yet poured out to replace them. 

Richard heard rock columns crash down on the chalky figures as 
the great spikes of spires toppled among them, no doubt brought 
down by Nicci, or Samantha and her mother. The falling stone 
crushed great numbers of them at a time. Great boulders and whole 
sections of fractured spires tumbled down and bounced across the 
ground, collecting helpless Shun-tuk before they were able to get out 
of the way. 

The earth shook with the thunderous explosion of wizard’s fire as 
well as the boom of rock towers hitting the ground and shattering. 
Massive rocks hitting the ground and splitting sounded like the crack 
of lightning. 

Yet even the roar of wizard’s fire, the booming crack of exploding 
rock, the shouts of the soldiers, and the screams of the dying were all 
only a dim drone somewhere beyond Richard’s immediate attention. 


He was focused on the waves of chalky white figures as they raced 
in to try to get his soul. These were half people who clearly wanted 
him above all the others. They recognized that it was his blood that 
had brought back their king. They wanted that blood. They wanted his 
soul for themselves. 

That was just fine with Richard. He was pleased that they were 
coming for him with such passion, that they wanted at him above all 
else. It gave him more to kill. 

Despite how weary his arms were, and how out of breath he was, 
Richard never for a moment paused in killing them as they came. He 
never slowed. If anything, his rage was only building, fed by the 
unleashed anger from the sword. That anger fed his, powered the 
blade, made him more deadly, drove his need to kill. He was lost in a 
world of his own, focused entirely on the task. 

Yet somewhere in the back of his mind, Richard knew that he 
wasn’t going to be able to keep it up. There were just too many 
continually coming for him. There seemed no way to defeat them all. 
Their numbers were just too great. 

And then, in the failing light, in among the half people, Richard saw 
the hulking forms of the walking dead finally emerging out of the 
caves. 
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The glowing red eyes of the walking dead stood out in the murky, late 
day light. They were slower than the Shun-tuk—that was why so 
many of the Shun-tuk had emerged from underground first. Now, the 
dead were lumbering out of the caves, come to help reap those with 
souls. 

Richard furiously hacked his way through the half people as he 
crossed the bloody ground to intercept the dark shapes of the 
animated dead. Their clothes hung in rotting tatters. Their dried flesh 
was as dark as the dirt-covered clothes they wore, so that they all 
looked like filth formed into men. 

As slimy and grimy as they were, it didn’t matter to Richard. He 
needed to stop them before they could get to the others. He knew how 
dangerous these dead driven by occult magic could be. The soldiers 
would have more than a difficult time handling such a threat. Even 
the gifted’s powers were no match for the occult magic that had been 
invested in these monsters. 

Richard vaguely perceived a figure in red—Cara—close behind him, 
going in for the attack with him, guarding his flank from Shun-tuk 
turning to come after him. 

Richard redirected his attack from the Shun-tuk and instead went 
for the dead. With their glowing red eyes they were easy enough to 
spot. Even the Shun-tuk kept clear of them now that they had been set 
with the task of killing. 

Richard gritted his teeth as he swung his sword with all his might, 
hacking apart the dense, dark forms. Arms and legs fell, littering the 
ground. Legs continued to twitch. Fingers continued to grasp. Heads 
and parts of heads spun through the air and cracked apart as they 
bounced off rock walls. 

All the while, fire tumbled and rolled across the ground, swamping 
the severed but still-moving limbs behind Richard as he drove onward 
through the dead coming at him and the Shun-tuk baring their teeth, 
hoping for a bite of him. They tasted only steel. The air all around was 
filled not only with the smoke from all the fire, but the stench of 
burning flesh. Dust boiled up as stone spires crumbled and fell among 
the Shun-tuk. The night air was filled with screams of the mortally 


injured and those trapped under the crushing weight of toppled stone. 

Everywhere the mostly naked bodies lay sprawled across the 
ground. Their chalky white forms only served to display the blood in 
stark relief. Each slash that laid them open only looked more shocking 
because of the way their ash-covered bodies made the terrible wounds 
all the more horrifyingly obvious. 

Richard heard his name. It was Zedd, calling out to him. 

“Richard,” he called again. 

In a rage of blood lust, Richard brought the sword up before him, 
looking for any threat. Even though it still felt like hundreds of the 
snarling, growling half people were rushing at him, he realized that 
there were none. 

It was only the terrible images of them that he was still seeing 
flashing through his mind that made him think they might still be 
coming. But they weren’t. 

He blinked. There were no more Shun-tuk charging in at him. They 
were all down. There were no more of the walking dead. They, too, 
were all down. 

In the stillness of the gathering darkness, Richard could hear the 
men panting from the effort of the battle. Some with wounds groaned. 
Some walked among the wounded Shun-tuk on the ground, stabbing 
any still alive. 

All the axes and swords the men carried dripped blood. All of the 
men were covered in blood and gore. Richard was covered in more 
Shun-tuk blood than any of them. He was soaked in red. 

Richard turned to Cara, a knife in each of her blood-soaked fists. 
One was a steel-bladed knife, the other stone—a Shun-tuk weapon. 
She had been using that weapon to put down the dead. 

Cara met his gaze. The rage in her eyes was frightening to see. 

It broke his heart. 

With his sword still gripped in his fist and the anger of the magic 
still coursing through every fiber of his being, Richard put his arms 
around her. 

Cara’s arms hung at her sides as he embraced her tightly, and then 
she threw her head back and let out a single, long wail. 

He held her close as she buried her face against his chest with a 
helpless sob. He held her in a comforting shelter for a long moment. 
He finally let her go and looked into her tear-filled blue eyes. 

There were no words as they looked into each other’s eyes. There 
could be no words. 

When Richard finally turned back to Zedd and Nicci standing close, 
the crushing weight of the world seemed to suddenly descend on him. 

He dropped to a knee, abruptly unable to stand. Cara helped hold 
him on the way down so that he didn’t fall on his face. 


Nicci and Zedd were both right there, both helping keep him 
upright on his knees, letting him sit back on his heels. 

Through a torrent of every kind of pain imaginable, the power of 
the sword still in his fist sustained and supported him. He felt too tired 
to breathe and had to will himself to draw each breath. 

Both Nicci and Zedd pressed their fingers to his forehead. Richard 
could feel the telltale tingle of the gift probing the poison deep within 
him. 

Nicci looked up sharply at Zedd. “Do you feel it?” 

Zedd returned her grim look and gave her a nod. “We need to get to 
that containment field. There’s not a lot of time.” 

“Where’s Kahlan?” Nicci asked as she looked around to see if 
anyone knew. “Where’s Kahlan? We need to get her back there as 
well. She will be worse than Richard by now. We have to tend to her 
as soon as possible. Where is she?” 

“We had to leave her back,” Samantha said from back behind Zedd. 
“T healed some of her injuries and she hadn’t awakened yet. We had to 
leave her to rest and recover some of her strength. She should be 
awake by now and waiting for us back in Stroyza.” 

“South, through the gates,” Richard managed. 

“Then we go there first and get the Mother Confessor,” Cara said 
with surprising power, courage, and determination as she stood over 
Richard’s shoulder. “We can’t head back to the palace until we get 
her.” 

“Its not that far,” Samantha offered. “It’s only a few days if we 
hurry.” 

“After we get her, then we have to get you both back to the palace 
so we can heal you,” Nicci said to Richard in a confidential, worried 
tone. 

Richard nodded. He forced himself to his feet. “Kahlan is in Stroyza. 
Like Samantha says, it’s not that far. It’s back near where you all were 
attacked and captured, after you came to rescue us from the Hedge 
Maid.” 

He looked at all the faces watching him before turning his gaze 
south. “Let’s get going. There’s still a little light. We leave now.” 

Sword still in his hand, not yet ready to put the power of its anger 
away, Richard started out across the broken ground, walking over the 
bodies of hundreds and hundreds of fallen Shun-tuk. Cara was half a 
step behind his right shoulder. The rest of them all silently fell in to 
follow. 
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Hannis Arc turned when he caught a glimpse of the tall woman in red 
leather making her way resolutely through the whitewashed bodies of 
the Shun-tuk spread across the forested landscape behind them. 
Descending the slope, the vast army of grim half people seemed to 
pour through and among the trees like a white avalanche. 

His mood darkened when he saw that the Mord-Sith was alone. 

He had been wondering where she was and what had been keeping 
her. Traveling across the desolate land of the third kingdom had been 
much easier than making their way through the uncharted forests of 
the Dark Lands. It would not have been so difficult with a small force, 
but the numbers they were dragging behind them were vast and that 
slowed the journey. There were so many following behind that it took 
most of a day for all of them to pass one spot. 

The Mord-Sith did not look at all happy. Seeing that she was alone 
made him more than merely displeased. Vika elbowed aside a silent 
Shun-tuk woman who didn’t move out of the Mord-Sith’s way. Hannis 
Arc could hear the bone of her jaw crack before she fell beneath the 
feet of the horde. 

“So where is Richard Rahl?” Hannis Arc asked when she finally 
caught up to walk beside him. “You had better not have let him die 
under torture. I want to be the one to kill him.” 

The muscles in her jaw flexed as she clenched her teeth for a 
moment. “Lord Arc, I’m afraid that it looks like he escaped.” 

He shared a look with Sulachan. 

“What do you mean, it looks like he escaped?” the spirit of Emperor 
Sulachan asked as he came to a halt. Behind them the progress of the 
Shun-tuk nation ground to a halt as well. 

Vika looked at Sulachan’s ghost briefly; then her steely blue eyes 
turned to Hannis Arc as she answered. 

“It appears that he somehow managed to escape. All the 
containment chambers were empty. The ground outside the caves was 
a sea of dead Shun-tuk. It was a slaughter. I have never seen the likes 
of it. The stench was unimaginable. Buzzards darken the sky. The 
ground seems to move as their dark bodies hop from place to place to 
gorge on carcasses. The dead have drawn predators of all sorts— 


wolves, coyotes, crows, vultures, foxes—everything you can imagine is 
there picking over the remains. Scavengers have come from far and 
wide to feast.” 

Hannis Arc’s voice rose in a way that her eyes revealed she 
recognized as dangerous. “Well, what about down in the caves? What 
about all the prisoners we left?” 

Vika swallowed. “Lord Arc, they are all gone. All of them. The 
soldiers, the gifted, Lord Rahl—all of them are gone.” 

His brow drew down in a way that caused her to back a step. 
“Richard Rahl. He is no longer Lord Rahl. That has been taken from 
him. I am Lord Arc, leader of the D’Haran Empire, not Richard Rahl.” 

She swallowed again. “My mistake, Lord Arc.” 

The walking corpse of the spirit king gestured. “Or, you will be, one 
day.” 

Hannis Arc looked over at the glowing form of Sulachan within his 
long-dead, worldly form. He did not like to be spoken to in such a 
manner, even by the risen Sulachan. 

“Are you suggesting that I might not be? That you and your forces 
might fail me?” 

Sulachan regarded Hannis Arc with an unreadable look before 
finally smiling. “Of course not, Lord Arc. Not at all. I am only saying 
that I warned you about Richard Rahl and leaving him alive.” 

Hannis Arc’s hands fisted. “I didn’t leave him alive! We put him in a 
prison sealed off by the underworld itself, with an army of half people 
guarding him and the rest of his people! Then I sent her to bring me 
Richard Rahl!” 

He swung around and backhanded Vika across the mouth with his 
fist. “And she failed me!” 

Vika stumbled back three steps from the blow. As soon as she 
recovered she quickly came forward again and kept her head bowed. 

“Pm sorry, Lord Arc. I have failed you. I went to get him, just as 
you ordered, but he and the others were gone—escaped somehow. 
The Shun-tuk left behind must have tried to stop them as well, and 
they, too, failed you both.” 

“Why didn’t you look for him?” Hannis Arc demanded. “Why didn’t 
you go after him, find him, and bring him to me?” 

She kept her head bowed. “I tried to find him, Lord Arc, but they 
were gone. I checked all the caverns, just in case. They were empty 
except for masses of charred remains. Outside the caves there were so 
many tracks trampling the ground from”—she gestured behind her 
—“from all of the Shun-tuk nation leaving that place, that there was 
no way I could even begin to track Richard Rahl and the small group 
he has with him. For days I have been searching, but to no avail. I 
tried, but I have no idea where he went.” 


“It would appear,” Sulachan said, “that Richard Rahl has managed 
to slip from your grasp. As I warned, he is dangerous.” 

Hannis Arc gave the spirit a dark look, but didn’t answer. 

“T have failed you, Lord Arc,” Vika said. “I deserve and gratefully 
accept any punishment you decree. My head, if you wish it, Lord Arc.” 

He heaved a sigh, thinking. “He was gone when you got back there, 
then? You didn’t see or speak with any of the Shun-tuk we left behind 
to feed on the soldiers? You didn’t see this battle? He was already 
gone?” 

She kept her gaze to the ground. “Yes, Lord Arc. As soon as you told 
me to go get him and bring him to you, I immediately started back. 
When I got there it was as I described. The only Shun-tuk left there 
were long since dead. I went down in the caves and found all the 
prisoners gone. I spent several days, every moment there was light, 
searching for any sign of where they could have gone, but I could find 
nothing.” 

He considered silently for a moment. The Shun-tuk, stone-faced, 
watched him. Sulachan watched him. He would like to kill the woman 
on the spot for failing him. But she had served him well for many 
years. She had never before failed him. 

“Well,” he said in a cooler voice, “I guess I can hardly blame you 
for not bringing him if he had already escaped.” 

“And all of the other chambers where his companions were being 
held were empty as well?” Sulachan’s spirit asked. 

She was obviously uncomfortable looking at the spirit, so she 
looked instead at Hannis Arc. “Yes. I don’t know how they were able 
to break the veils confining them, but all of the ones over the openings 
into where they were being kept had vanished. I suppose that it’s 
possible the half people you left to feast on them took the prisoners 
out, and at that point they somehow managed to overpower the half 
people and get away.” 

“So it would appear,” Hannis Arc said, glaring at Sulachan, “that it 
is actually your half people, the ones you left behind to handle the 
situation, who are the ones who failed.” 

“No matter,” the spirit king said, sounding unconcerned. “We will 
have him tracked down and brought back.” 

Hannis Arc leaned toward the glowing spirit. “How?” he demanded. 
“We don’t even know where they went.” 

The spirit smiled in that way that Hannis Arc didn’t like. One 
cadaverous arm lifted, and the spirit king signaled to those behind 
them. Several Shun-tuk rushed forward and crowded in close to hear 
his orders. 

“Bring me some of my spirit trackers.” 

With a whisking gesture they were sent running off into the ranks 


to do his bidding. 

“Spirit trackers?” Hannis Arc asked. 

“I created more than simply one kind of soulless weapon to serve 
me,” Sulachan said in a patronizing tone. “Some feed. Some wield 
powers. Some track spirits. I will send some of the latter back to the 
scene of the escape to pick up the essence of their spirits. They will 
track down and kill those with Richard Rahl. Then they will bring him 
back to you so that you can do what you should have done in the first 
place.” 

“T guess it is only a temporary setback.” Hannis Arc met Vika’s gaze. 
“It looks like you will soon enough get your chance to make Richard 
Rahl suffer. And then I will cut his throat and bleed him out at my 
feet.” 

Vika bowed her head. “Yes, Lord Arc. I look forward to the day I 
might redeem myself in your eyes.” 

He watched her for a moment, considering, weighing her words, 
then turned to Sulachan. 

“The sooner we get there, the sooner I take the seat of power from 
the House of Rahl, and the sooner I rule the D’Haran Empire.” 

“T agree. The trackers will go after Richard Rahl for you while we 
will tend to more important business.” Sulachan held a long-dead arm 
out before them in invitation. “Shall we be on our way to the People’s 
Palace, Lord Arc? It is a long journey.” 
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Ludwig Dreier tilted his head to get a better look as he pulled a 
handkerchief from a pocket and held it over his nose and mouth. She 
had lost control of her bladder, but that wasn’t the worst of the stink. 
The smell of blood he was used to. It was the gagging stench of feces 
from her ruptured bowels that made his nose wrinkle and his breath 
come in short, reluctant pulls. It was one of the more onerous parts of 
his work. 

He stepped over the little river of urine running across the stone 
floor to get a closer look. The blood ran in every direction, so he 
couldn’t avoid stepping in that, but he wasn’t bothered by blood. He 
had been up to his wrists in it often enough. 

It was all a necessary part of his important work. 

He twisted his head to the side a little more to get a better look at 
her face. She stared unblinking at him with the one eye that wasn’t 
ruined. 

“Has she spoken any prophecy?” he asked the Mord-Sith standing 
behind one of the tightly stretched chains. 

“No, not yet,” Erika said. “I have been keeping her near the cusp 
until you had time to come and see her.” 

Ludwig frowned, trying to make sense of the tangled form. The 
chain was drawn tight, stretched from where it was pinned into the 
stone blocks of the wall to her bleeding wrist. He finally realized how 
the arm was broken and twisted back around at an unusual angle, 
taking all the slack out of the chain, that made her look so peculiar. 
He was pleased to at last unravel the puzzle and understand what at 
first made little sense to him. 

Erika had been busy, he could see. There was no doubt about it. She 
was gifted at what she did. But then, so was Ludwig. 

He heard small sounds. 

“What was that, my dear?” he asked as he bent down. 

She was making small sounds he couldn’t understand. 

He leaned closer. “I’m afraid that I can’t hear you. If you want to be 
released from the suffering, then you are going to have to speak up so 
that I can understand you.” 

“Please,” she wheezed. 


“Well now, you know what we want,” Ludwig said as he 
straightened. “We’ve made it clear.” He gestured at the Mord-Sith. 
“Erika has made it clear, I’m sure. Speak up, then.” 

The one eye stared at him, unable to look away. “Please ... let me 
die.” 

“Why, of course. That is why Pm here—to give you release from 
your agony.” 

It had taken time to prepare her, to bring her to this state. It was 
not something that could be hurried or done with haste. Ludwig had 
learned over his years of study that patience yielded far better results 
than trying to force the issue. 

Slowly building the tension, terror, and pain in the end brought far 
better, far more insightful prophecy. The proper, careful building of 
their journey toward the climax of their existence brought the 
exceptional visions when they looked beyond into that other, timeless 
world. Those were the sort he sought. Rushing the preparations simply 
didn’t produce quality results. Torture was a game of patience. 

He knew from experience, and the work that had obviously been 
done on her, that what information she did give before he released her 
into death would be some of the better-quality prophetic perception. 
He was culling details from the darkest depths of the netherworld. He 
expected great things, this time. He could feel it. He had done this 
enough to know when the information was going to be special, to be 
important, to be meaningful. 

Such especially significant tellings never went to the bishop. Ludwig 
kept those kind to himself. This one, he knew, would never leave the 
confines of the abbey. 

“Pll tell you what,” he said down to the agonized face watching 
him. “I could give you a bit of assistance. I could help you bring it 
forth. Would you like that?” 

“Yes ... please, help me. Please help me.” 

“Thats why I’m here,” he said with a smile. “I’m here to help. 
Afterwards, I will grant you what you want most.” 

She was close, he knew she was. 

When she said nothing, he gestured to the Mord-Sith. Without delay 
Erika pressed her Agiel into the back of the woman’s skull. 

She shuddered in agony. The chains rattled. Her mouth twisted as it 
opened. No scream could come out, no sound. 

Ludwig knew from experience that she was there, that she now 
hung between the world of life and the world of the dead. He knew 
that she was at last ready. 

She was now in that realm of the third kingdom. 

“You see it, don’t you?” he asked intimately as he ran a hand 
tenderly over her hair. “You see that place beyond the veil.” 


The woman nodded as she trembled under his steady hand. 

“You will first give me prophecy from the dark place you see. As 
soon as you do that, I will grant your wish and release you to cross 
over to eternal peace. You would like to cross over, wouldn’t you?” 

“Yes...” 

He could almost taste the prophecy right there, hanging within her 
like fresh fruit for the picking. He would have it. 

The Mother Confessor had been correct when she had once told 
Ludwig that if he was the one who provided the prophecy that Hannis 
Arc needed to rule, then Hannis Arc wasn’t really the one ruling. 
Ludwig Dreier was. 

At the time he hadn’t given it much thought. 

But as he had thought about it, he had come to realize that she was 
more correct than he had at first given her credit for. He had always 
known that Hannis Arc was absorbed in his own work and distracted 
by his own goals, so he relied on the guidance of prophecy that 
Ludwig provided. Since that prophecy was carefully culled, it was, in 
reality, Ludwig’s surreptitious, carefully groomed guidance. Ludwig 
told Hannis Arc only what Ludwig wanted him to know from beyond 
the veil. 

What the Mother Confessor had said that day had really cast it with 
crystal clarity. Ludwig was the hidden hand that moved the puppet. 

Hannis Arc, as powerful as he was, as talented, as clever as he was, 
was too insulated, too consumed with his own narrow obsessions to 
know how things in the wider world worked. He could not accomplish 
what he did without Ludwig’s guidance. 

Ludwig had always planned on one day seizing that rule for 
himself. He was, after all, the architect behind much of the power 
Hannis Arc wielded, so who better to rule than he. Ludwig rightly 
should be the one to rule. 

It would require great care, though. In spite of everything else, 
Hannis Arc was a profoundly dangerous man. His occult abilities were 
not to be taken lightly. 

With a gesture from Ludwig, Erika removed her Agiel from the back 
of the woman’s head. 

She was ready. It was time. 

Ludwig bent close and pressed his fingers to the sides of her 
temples. He let the last necessary components of his own unique 
conjuring, conjuring he himself had created, finally flow into the 
woman. It would give her the last part of what she needed in order to 
be able to provide what he sought. 

Her mouth hung open as she shook. Her one eye stared, unblinking. 

He took his fingers away. She sagged. 

“Speak of what you see,” he said in a voice edged with anticipation. 


“They come,” she said in a hoarse voice. 


CHAPTER 


81 


Ludwig Dreier straightened with a frown. This was not typically how 
prophecy sounded, but he knew from everything that had been 
properly done that it somehow was prophetic. 

“They come? Who comes?” 

“Those with teeth,” the woman said in a hoarse, raw voice. “They 
come to devour you.” 

Ludwig frowned. It was about the strangest prophecy he had ever 
heard. He had seen this phenomenon before. On rare occasion, rather 
than a distant prophecy, those he had prepared gave more of a vision 
of the immediate future, a telling of what they saw elsewhere in the 
world at that moment, of things about to take place. 

“Those with teeth?” 

“The unholy half dead,” she whispered. “They come.” 

Ludwig made a face. “I don’t understand.” 

“He does.” 

“He does? Who? What are you talking about? Who understands, 
and what exactly does he understand? You need to be more—” 

“He knows what you do, Ludwig Dreier, and he knows that you will 
betray him. He is with a spirit from beyond the veil, now, a spirit from 
the world I can now see into, a spirit who knows of your treachery. 
The spirit king has told Hannis Arc what you do, what you have done, 
of your secret betrayals, and of what you plan to do. 

“Hannis Arc knows of your deceptions and the things you keep from 
him, the lust you have in your heart for his rule. He knows, too, that 
in your vanity you have come to think of yourself as Lord Dreier. He 
knows it all. The spirit king has told him everything. 

“Most of all, the spirit king knows of your meddling in the 
underworld—his world. 

“He and Hannis Arc have sent the Shun-tuk—the half people—to 
hunt the abbey for your blood, to rip your heart out. For your 
treachery, he sent them to eat the flesh off your bones. They come. 
They come.” 

Ludwig felt a trickle of sweat running down between his shoulder 
blades. He felt goose bumps on his arms, and panic swelling in his 
heart. 


He looked up at the Mord-Sith. She looked confused, and more than 
worried. Seeing fear in a Mord-Sith’s eyes was something that made 
Ludwig’s heart race even faster. She was, after all, supposed to protect 
him. 

But she knew what the Shun-tuk were. She had reason to feel fear. 

He snatched up a knife from a small table to the side and pulled it 
deeply across the woman’s throat. She struggled to breathe through 
the burble of blood. Her tangled and broken arms thrashed a moment 
and then she sagged and began to go still as blood pumped out the 
opening in her throat. 

Erika looked up. “What do we do now?” 

He licked his lips as his mind raced. “We need more information. 
Better information. We need a better-quality person to stand at the 
cusp between worlds, a person who is more familiar with such things 
and would be better able to pull more informative details from beyond 
for us.” 

“The Mother Confessor?” 

Ludwig Dreier nodded. “Have you started the preparations on her?” 

“Yes, Abbot. I’ve been letting Otto, the eunuch, begin to prepare 
her, put her in pain. Dora has supervised the work and made sure that 
her agony has been properly begun. I have personally watched her 
struggle.” 

Ludwig nodded through his distracted thoughts. “We can’t afford to 
wait any longer. Get another Mord-Sith to assist you.” He looked up 
into Erika’s blue eyes. “Come get me just as soon as you...” He 
gestured down at the twisted form at his feet, where he stood in the 
blood running across the floor. “As soon as you get her to the cusp.” 

“You mean to try to rush her to the end, then? That’s dangerous. It 
may go too far, too fast, and then we would lose her without any 
results.” 

“Tt’s the only way. We must hurry it along. We must try.” 

“Abbot,” she said, an edge of urgency in her voice, “don’t you think 
that we should leave, instead? Shouldn’t we get away from here? I 
mean, if Lord Arc sent half people, and they are right now on their 
way here, we may not have that much time.” 

Ludwig was having trouble ordering his thoughts. He looked 
around, as if searching for salvation. 

“Yes, yes of course you may be right. Make preparations. Have the 
coach prepared and standing by at the ready. Meanwhile, have one of 
the others begin at once on the Mother Confessor. We need to learn 
more. Dora. Send Dora. Her impatient nature seems fitting. Her swift 
cruelty may be just what is needed. Let her have her way, for once.” 

Erika looked skeptical but headed toward the door. “TIl send Dora 
immediately—and get things ready for us to leave.” 


She was out in the hallway for only a moment before she ran back 
in, her eyes wide. 

“Abbot—we have to go, now.” 

“What? It’s impossible for them to already be—” 

Erika seized his arm and spun him toward the window. She pointed. 
“Look! Look on the far hills, there, in the distance. Do you see them? 
They all look the same. It’s the Shun-tuk.” 

Ludwig stared in disbelief for a moment, then growled in anger at 
Hannis Arc for doing this to him. It wasn’t fair. 

“Have Dora get the Mother Confessor. We’ll have to take her with 
us.” 

Erika grabbed his coat sleeve as he started to turn away. “I don’t 
think we can wait that long.” She pointed out the window. Whitish 
figures poured down over the distant hills. “They will be here soon.” 

He ran his hand across his throat as he glanced out the window. 
“Youre right.” He started toward the door. “But the Mother Confessor 
is too valuable to leave behind. Don’t take the time to explain it to 
Dora, just tell her to get the Mother Confessor and bring her along. 
Tell her to hurry.” 

“That will still take time. Getting her unchained and down to the 
stables will take time. We would have to wait.” 

“You're right.” He licked his lips. “Tell her ... tell her to bring the 
Mother Confessor to the citadel in Saavedra. You and I will start out 
immediately. She can meet us there.” 

“What if she doesn’t get out of here in time?” 

He angrily waved off the question. “What choice do we have? You 
and I have to get out of here now, while we still can. If she makes it 
out then she can join us.” 

Erika looked relieved to hear that he wasn’t going to wait on them. 
“We're going to Saavedra, then?” 

He charged out the door, Erika right behind him. “I know what 
Hannis Arc wants. It has always been his ambition to overthrow the 
House of Rahl. He has no love for Fajin Province. He has bigger plans. 
Now that he has set events in motion he will be headed to the People’s 
Palace with the Shun-tuk nation to seize power. He will not go back to 
Saavedra anytime soon—if ever. It’s the last place he would think to 
look for us.” 

“That makes sense,” she said, her voice, along with the rapid strikes 
of their boots, echoing through the stone hall. 

“There’s not a moment to lose. You tell Dora to get the Mother 
Confessor and meet us at the citadel in Saavedra. Don’t tell her 
anything else. I’ll get the coach. Meet me there.” 

Together they raced down the hall. He had to get away. Later, he 
would figure out how to get his revenge against Hannis Arc. For now, 


he had to escape the fate that Hannis Arc had planned for him. 
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Kahlan thought she heard someone coming down the hall outside the 
windowless room where she was chained from the ceiling. It was hard 
to tell between the small, helpless, guttural grunts coming from deep 
in her throat. It took all her effort to balance on her toes in order to 
keep her weight off the manacles around her wrists. The wrist 
restraints were drawn tight by a chain running through a pulley on 
the ceiling and then hooked at the wall. 

If she paused to take a rest from the struggle to stay up on her toes, 
she couldn’t put her feet on the floor, so it then put all her weight on 
her arms. That quickly made it difficult to breathe. As she started to 
panic from beginning to suffocate, she would have to get up on her 
toes again and stay there until her legs started to tremble from the 
effort, and then soon enough she would begin to slip and the manacles 
would take up her weight. Cuts from the manacles bled down her 
arms. 

Her shoulder sockets burned with shooting pain. She couldn’t stand 
it anymore. But there was no way for her to bring it to an end. She 
thought she would go insane. 

Off to the side, the fat, barefoot Otto sat gumming a hard crust of 
bread. He had a projecting underbite, and only two teeth that she 
could see, both on the bottom just left of center. Both flat, yellow 
teeth tipped outward and hooked over his upper lip whenever he 
closed his mouth. His flattened nose looked to have been broken 
beyond repair ages ago, making it mostly useless for breathing. Since 
he usually breathed through his mouth, he rarely closed it. 

It was Otto’s job to torment her. He would get up from time to time 
and use an oak rod as fat as his thumb to beat her across the back of 
her ribs until she slipped and lost her balance, making her weight 
drop into the manacles. When she eventually succumbed to tears from 
the agony and the hopelessness of it, he would be satisfied and go sit 
against the wall and gum his food, or pick at his filthy, bare feet. He 
seemed to have a fixation with pulling off strips of calluses. 

He never spoke, and seemed to treat his job with all the enthusiasm 
of beating dirty rugs. He seemed satisfied when she lost control of her 
balance, and would go sit for a while. 


When she would finally recover and bring herself under control, 
stop her crying, and stabilize her balance on her toes, he would then 
get up again, come over, and start the whole process over. Sometimes, 
rather than using the oak rod on her back, he would smack it across 
her thighs so that the stinging blows would make her weight drop. 

Kahlan thought she might lose her mind before they ever got 
around to killing her. She felt a sense of abject hopelessness. She had 
no idea where Richard and the others were, and she knew that they 
wouldn’t know where she was. She was alone with merciless people 
who believed that torture would get them prophecy. She knew that, as 
it got increasingly worse, she would eventually want nothing so much 
as to die. 

Which, she knew, was exactly what Ludwig Dreier was after. He 
believed that on the cusp of death a person could see into the eternal, 
timeless underworld, and give him prophecy in return for the mercy of 
death. 

There was only so much a person could take. She expected that at 
some point, she, too, would end up pleading for death. 

The footsteps were coming closer. The place echoed, so it was easier 
than it might have otherwise been to hear people coming. Otto was 
busy with his crust of bread, and wasn’t paying attention to the 
footsteps. They meant little for him, anyway. Kahlan’s heart sank, 
knowing that it was probably the Mord-Sith Dora. 

The abbey was mostly stone. The rooms were cramped and filthy. It 
didn’t look like it had ever been swept. Dirt clung to cobwebs in all 
the corners. 

A light scattering of straw covered the floor in her room. The straw 
looked to have been an attempt to soak up some of the blood. It had 
done a poor job, but at least most of it was long dried. She expected 
that there would eventually be a lot more of hers all over the floor. 

Kahlan was exhausted to the point of delirium from the effort of 
staying up on her tiptoes and so getting almost no sleep. Otto saw to it 
that she was kept awake on the rare occasions they lowered her to the 
ground for food and water. They allowed her only brief naps. 

The sickness she carried deep inside wasn’t helping, either. It was 
always there, gnawing away at her soul, it seemed. 

The footsteps grew closer. By the sound of the boots, Kahlan 
decided that it was a Mord-Sith. She didn’t know how many Mord-Sith 
were at the abbey, but there were more than just Erika. The only other 
one she knew by name was Dora, a particularly unpleasant woman of 
average height and above-average bad temper. 

Dora was the one who came around for routine chores, like 
bringing Kahlan food and water. She made Otto empty the chamber 
pot. She wasn’t pleased to be doing any of it. She apparently thought 


that she deserved a higher rank in life than supervising the mute Otto 
and feeding prisoners. She looked impatient with the whole process of 
the drawn-out torture. 

Kahlan knew by the looks the woman gave her sometimes what she 
really wanted to be doing. 

Kahlan felt so sick from the poisonous touch of death inside her that 
most of the time she felt too ill to care. That only seemed to irritate 
Dora all the more. She seemed to want Kahlan to tremble at the sight 
of her. The Mord-Sith would sometimes spin her Agiel up into her fist 
as she left, pointing it, telling Kahlan that she would be back. The 
Agiel was an implied threat of what the woman intended to do once 
she returned. 

On a few rare occasions, when Otto had gone off for a time, she 
seemed to become impatiently angry with her lot in life and took out 
that frustration by ramming the weapon into Kahlan’s middle. It left 
Kahlan nearly unconscious, hanging helpless, and gasping for breath. 

Too weak and exhausted after Dora finished and left to get back up 
on her tiptoes, Kahlan would hang by her wrists for a time, unable 
even to cry. She could only think of how much she missed Richard, 
how much she wanted to be in his arms, how much she wanted to 
look into his gray eyes and see his smile. 

When the heavy oak door squeaked in protest, Kahlan looked over 
from where she hung by the manacles. As the door was pulled open, 
she saw that, as expected, it was Dora in black leather. 

This time, Dora looked unusually distracted and rushed. Kahlan 
noticed that she had a key hung on her belt by a short piece of leather 
thong. The key looked to be the key they had used to put the manacles 
on her when they had brought her in. 

Kahlan wondered if she was to be taken somewhere else for the 
serious torture. She started trembling at the thought. She was at her 
wits’ end and she knew that it had not even really begun in earnest. 

She also knew that if the woman unlocked her from the manacles, it 
would be her only chance to fight and try to get away. 

The way Kahlan was feeling, though, and as weak as she was, she 
thought that she was going to have little chance of overpowering the 
muscular-looking Mord-Sith. Not only that, but the woman would be 
expecting it and likely have her Agiel pressed against Kahlan’s throat 
in a heartbeat once Kahlan tried anything. 

Still, Kahlan’s heart was already pounding because she knew that 
this was going to be her only chance, and she was going to have to 
take it. If she wanted to live, to ever see Richard again, then she was 
going to have to fight for her life. 

Dora gestured angrily at Otto. “Let her down.” 

Otto jumped to do as she wished. He unhooked the chain and then 


used his weight to hold the chain as he lowered Kahlan to the floor. 
He was not gentle about it, and she landed in a heap. The chain ran to 
an iron bolt set into the stone of the wall, so being let down from the 
ceiling was not enough for her to be free. The manacles had to be 
unlocked. 

Once Otto had let Kahlan down, Dora dismissed him with a grunt 
and a gesture. He bowed and left, closing the heavy door behind 
himself. 

“Get up,” Dora growled. “I’m to take you somewhere else.” 

“Where?” Kahlan asked without moving. She was so weak she 
didn’t know if her trembling legs would hold her. 

“You'll find out soon enough. Now, I said get up.” Dora smiled in 
that terrible way she had. “But don’t get your hopes up. I promise you, 
you are not going to like where I’m taking you, or what is going to 
happen to you there.” 
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As the woman came across the room toward her, Kahlan heard 
footsteps running at the far end of the hall. Then, in the distance, she 
heard a heavy thud. Dora didn’t seem to notice the footsteps, but then, 
before she reached Kahlan, she heard the thud. 

Kahlan heard people running out in the hall. 

The Mord-Sith turned just as people flung open the heavy door as 
they burst into the room. Kahlan was astonished to see three bare- 
chested men with shaved heads and smeared with whitish ash charge 
through the doorway. Their eyes were circled with black. It was a 
frightening, otherworldly sight. 

Dora’s Agiel spun up into her fist. The three men leaped for her 
without pause. The first caught the Agiel in the center of his chest. He 
let out a clipped cry before falling dead. 

The other two crashed into the Mord-Sith, taking her off her feet 
and to the ground right in front of Kahlan. When Dora landed hard on 
her back on the stone floor, it knocked the wind from her in a loud 
huff. 

With lightning speed, one of the two men, to Kahlan’s horror, used 
his teeth to rip a massive piece out of Dora’s throat. Blood gushed in 
great gouts as the man tore at her like an animal. The second bit into 
her face, raking his teeth over her cheek, pulling off a mouthful of 
flesh, gulping it down. 

Dora’s feet kicked weakly as her life’s blood pumped out of the 
gaping wound. She couldn’t breathe. She stared up at the ceiling in 
shock. 

The eyes of the first man, his whitish face smeared with blood, 
turned up toward Kahlan, as if suddenly noticing her for the first time 
there on the floor. 

His head lifted as he growled like a wolf seeing prey. 

While the other man feasted on the still-moving Dora, tearing at her 
with his teeth, the man who had ripped out Dora’s throat suddenly 
sprang over the downed Mord-Sith toward Kahlan. 

She had been expecting it. With lightning speed, as he dove in on 
top of her, Kahlan whipped the chain around the man’s neck, spinning 
him around in the process. 


With a grunt of effort powering her muscles, she planted her boot 
between his shoulder blades and gave the chain a mighty yank. The 
chain suddenly snapping taut crushed his windpipe. He clawed at his 
throat as he struggled to gasp for air. 

The second man, seeing what was happening, immediately jumped 
over Dora to attack Kahlan. 

As his full weight flew toward her, Kahlan kicked him square in the 
face, crushing in his nose and left cheekbone. He was stopped cold, 
clutching both hands over the gushing wound. The blood flooding 
back into his throat immediately started drowning him. 

He fell blindly, rolling over on his back, writhing on the floor, 
struggling in vain for air. Without a moment’s delay Kahlan used the 
heel of her boot to hammer his face as hard as she could. It broke his 
fingers, but it also crushed in the more fragile bones in the center of 
his face. She used her boot twice again in quick succession, battering 
his face, until he went still. 

The first man, still tangled in the chain, had finally suffocated and 
was hardly moving any longer. Kahlan panted, catching her own 
breath. 

She could hear people racing up and down the hall, searching the 
other rooms. She knew that at any moment they would find her 
chained to the wall. She knew that if she was to have a chance, she 
had to get away. 

She could see the key to the manacles hanging from Dora’s belt. 
Kahlan unwound the chain from the dead man and tried, but couldn’t 
quite reach the key with her fingers. She switched positions, throwing 
her legs out instead because they would have a longer reach. She 
stretched the chain to its full length and was able to get her boot over 
Dora’s middle. 

With all her strength, she pressed down on her foot to keep hold of 
the body as she struggled to drag the woman closer. She needed the 
key off Dora’s belt or she was going to be killed and eaten while still 
chained to the wall. 

With grunts of effort, she made jerking pulls. She kept at it until she 
had dragged the Mord-Sith closer. The pool of blood helped make the 
floor somewhat slippery and the black leather Dora wore also helped 
her slide a little easier in the blood. At last she had pulled the dead 
weight close enough to be able to snatch the key from the belt. 

As she heard people running up and down the halls, and distant 
screams and pleas for help, or mercy, Kahlan fumbled frantically with 
the key, trying to get it into the manacles. 

At last the iron on one wrist sprang open. Kahlan shoved the 
shackle off her wrist and went to work to open the other. With one 
wrist free, the second was easier and she quickly got it open. She 


tossed the chain aside and ran to the door. 

Catching her breath, she flattened herself back against the wall 
behind the door just as several more of the same kind of people 
charged through the doorway and into the room. 

Like a pack of hungry scavengers, the people dove onto the body of 
the Mord-Sith. Some of them tore into the exposed flesh of her face 
and neck while others lapped at the blood. Others, unable to get in to 
feed, ripped open the black leather to get at her. 

Kahlan, her eyes wide at the ghastly sight, quickly slipped out of 
the room behind them. Once out of the room, she raced down the 
dark hallway, not knowing where she was going. She saw Otto, or 
what was left of him, down a side hall with at least a dozen of the 
whitewashed savages growling and tearing at him with their teeth. 
She realized that the thud she had heard at first was probably the 
attackers taking Otto down. 

When she heard someone in the distance, and saw shapes coming 
around the corner, Kahlan quickly ducked down a stairwell. She 
bounded down the stairs three at a time and then raced down the dark 
hall at the bottom. She didn’t know how many bloodthirsty monsters 
were after her, or how close they might be. She ran for her life 
without looking back. 

She could hear the noise of other terrified people running. Racing 
past rooms, she looked through one open door and saw a number of 
the whitish figures piled on several servants lying dead on the floor, 
tearing at them with their teeth or lapping up the blood. She thought 
that the underworld itself must have opened up and the dead were 
feasting on the living. 

As she raced down the hall, she heard someone coming from the 
other end. As they rounded a corner, she saw that they were more of 
the cannibals. When they saw her, they broke into a dead run toward 
her. 

Kahlan ducked into a room to the side. She slammed shut the door 
but there was no bolt. 

Fortunately, there was no one inside. She stood with her back 
against the door, panting to get her breath. There was a small fire 
going in the fireplace. 

Bodies crashed against the other side of the door. She used all her 
weight and strength and managed to hold it shut each time an 
attacker rammed into it. As she looked around, she spotted a sword on 
a table. 

After the next time they thudded into the door, she let go and raced 
for the table. Behind her, the door crashed open. 

Kahlan drew the sword as she turned, flinging the scabbard aside. 
Without an instant’s pause, she swung, nearly decapitating the first 


man to rush at her. She spun out of the way of the next man and as 
she came back around she thrust the blade through his heart from 
behind. 

Kahlan had grown up learning how to use a sword, but it wasn’t 
until Richard had given her lessons that she really became an expert 
with the weapon. 

Now, with a weapon in her hands, she felt that she at least had a 
fighting chance. She used all her skill and knowledge to desperately 
slash, hack, and stab the onslaught of attackers and defend herself. It 
wasn’t as hard as it might have been, because the men all rushing in at 
her were not armed, and they weren’t trying to fight back. They only 
seemed to want to bite her, so the only weapon they used was their 
teeth. 

Still, there were too many of them. More were rushing into the 
room all the time. As they raced into the room, some fell over the 
bodies on the floor. Kahlan stabbed them as fast as she could. 

Between frantic slashes and stabs, she glanced over her shoulder at 
the window. The room was on the ground floor. 

Right after a particularly frenzied, hacking attack to drive the men 
back, when she had a brief opening before they piled in at her again, 
she turned and raced across the room. 

She dove feet-first through the window. Fortunately, the two side- 
hinged halves of the window flew open rather than the glass breaking 
and slashing her. She landed hard and rolled across the ground. 

As she sprang to her feet she saw the ashen people pouring like a 
flood out through the window. Others prowling the grounds outside 
saw her come out of the building and joined in the pursuit. There was 
no way she could fight them all. 

Kahlan turned and ran. The enemy was right on her heels. 
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Rounding the corner of a vine-covered stone outbuilding at full speed, 
branches of shrubs flashing past her face, slapping her arms, the 
savages right behind her, Kahlan ran headlong into a wall of a man. 

It was Richard. 

In that first fraction of an instant, that infinitesimal spark of time, 
her thought was that she had to be mistaken. It was impossible for it 
to be Richard. She thought she must be dead and this was some 
afterlife delusion. In that spark of time, she was heartbroken and 
crushed because she thought that she had to be wrong. 

In the second infinitesimal spark of time, she knew that it was real. 
As impossible as it was, it was real. 

Richard had his sword out. She could see the magic of its rage in his 
gray eyes. 

Without pause, as Kahlan crashed into him, he smoothly circled a 
powerful arm around her waist, lifted her around behind him, set her 
down, and as he turned back, beheaded the first man to run in toward 
him. 

The moment of seeing him, of realizing that it was really him, 
seemed frozen in time to her. 

None of it made any sense. The whole world didn’t seem to make 
sense. Being attacked by savage cannibals didn’t make any sense. But 
then in that fraction of a second, that spark of time, they shared a look 
and she knew that nothing else mattered. 

Richard was there. 

The rest of the horde descended in on him before the severed head 
had hit the ground. 

And then the killing began in earnest. 

Kahlan knew enough to stay out of the way of his blade when he 
had it out. She turned and cut down one of the pale savages to the 
side—a woman. As the half-naked people with the black-painted eyes 
rushed in at her, she drove her sword through some of them, and as 
she drew it back, slashed others. 

As Kahlan struck, thrusting her blade through a man, Cara threw an 
arm around Kahlan’s waist and pulled her back out of the way of the 
rushing men. The Mord-Sith, with a knife in each hand, turned back to 


the savages and used both her blades whenever one of the ashen 
figures got close enough. Against their skin smeared with chalky 
coloring, blood looked all the more shocking. 

It had seemed forever since she ran into Richard, but Kahlan knew 
that it actually had only been mere seconds. Suddenly, within those 
seconds, men of the First File flooded in all around Kahlan, shielding 
her, protecting her from the onslaught of the attackers smeared with 
white. Cara pressed in close beside her as well, protecting her from 
any of the strange brutes. 

And then, in the next second, the ground shook with the thunderous 
roar of wizard’s fire. She saw a fierce inferno splash down across the 
hillside, the liquid fire spilling out over dozens of the chalky figures, 
turning them to black ash amid the blinding white-orange blaze. 

At the same time, a dozen men of the First File, led by Nicci, 
charged into the stone building, going after the cannibals still inside. 
The abbey was three stories tall, and from what Kahlan had seen when 
she was in there, the place was filled with attackers. She could hear 
the sounds of the battle that raged beyond the stone walls. 

Those idyllic-looking walls, set in among oak trees and covered 
with vines, looked ancient. Had Kahlan not known what the place 
was, or what went on there at the hands of Ludwig Dreier and his 
Mord-Sith, she might have thought it a picturesque place. 

As it was, it was anything but. It was a slaughterhouse. 

Thumps of impacts came from inside the abbey as the half-naked, 
painted men were hunted down, while outside, out in the open, the 
attackers coming for Richard and other men met lethal steel, and Zedd 
cast a deadly inferno of wizard’s fire across the hillside, incinerating 
the strange figures as they continued to charge in, oblivious of the 
danger. 

And then, almost as soon as it began, the attack seemed to be over. 
There were no more of the ashen figures standing. Their bodies lay 
everywhere, bloody, with terrible, gaping wounds, and missing limbs 
or heads. 

Richard, panting from the fierce effort, sword dripping in blood and 
gripped tightly in his right fist, swept his free arm around Kahlan, 
pulling her in close to him, laying his head over the top of hers in 
silent, wordless gratitude at having her with him and safe. 

She couldn’t remember ever feeling such a sense of relief. Only now 
that it was over, only after she was done fighting for her life, done 
running for her life, did she feel her hands begin to shake. 

It was over. Relief washed through her. She was safe. Richard was 
safe. 

Zedd rushed in as she started sinking toward the ground. Richard 
helped ease her down. Although she tried giving him a smile, Zedd 


wasn’t interested in returning it. He instead pressed his fingers to her 
forehead. She knew what he was checking. She could feel the tingle of 
gift flowing into her. 

A black-haired girl ran up and leaned in beside Zedd, looking down 
at her. “Mother Confessor! You’re safe! We were so afraid. We raced 
here as fast as we could when Henrik told us who took you. We were 
so afraid that we wouldn’t get here in time.” 

Kahlan, her mind humming with the tingling sensation of the magic 
Zedd used to infuse her with strength, found herself feeling better. She 
sat up and puzzled at the slender young woman. “Do I know you?” 

She beamed with pride. Her mass of black hair jiggled up and down 
as she nodded. 

“Pm Samantha. I’m the one who healed you, before, back at our 
village.” 

Kahlan, feeling stronger, with Richard’s hand helping, was finally 
able to stand. She remembered the village where she woke, but wasn’t 
in the mood to ask a lot of questions. She instead basked in the relief 
of having Richard’s arm around her. 

“Thank you, Samantha,” Kahlan said. 

“Pm sorry I couldn’t take the Hedge Maid’s poison out of you. I 
can’t cure death.” 

Kahlan supposed not. 

She saw Nicci rush out of the door to the abbey. When she saw 
where they were, Nicci raced up the side of the hill. With a sigh of 
relief the sorceress at last took up one of Kahlan’s hands, clutching it 
in both of hers for a moment. 

“Dear spirits,” she said with genuine relief, “I didn’t think we would 
make it here in time.” 

Kahlan glanced up at Richard. “You did. But the next time, rd 
appreciate it if you didn’t cut it so close.” 

Richard smiled. Even with the sword still in his hand, he smiled. 

“TIl keep that in mind,” he said. 

She had forgotten how his smile touched her soul, and his voice 
lifted her heart. 


CHAPTER 


85 


Kahlan gestured around at all the ashen figures of the dead sprawled 
across the hillside. “What is all this?” 

“A long story,” Richard said. 

“Right now we need to get you both back to the People’s Palace,” 
Zedd told her. 

Kahlan knew by the looks on all the faces around her that 
something was going on. “Is there a problem?” 

“Pm afraid there is,” Richard said. “We both have been touched 
with death from the Hedge Maid. We are infected with the poison of 
that touch.” 

Kahlan blinked. She remembered some of being Jit’s prisoner, of 
being tangled helplessly in the web of thorn vines, of having those 
awful creatures dancing around and bleeding her. But she didn’t 
remember all that had happened. She had lost consciousness and as 
she faded away, so too did her memory of those terrible events. 

Apparently, she didn’t recall some of the worst of it. “We were 
touched with death?” 

“Pm afraid so,” Nicci said. “Richard too. At least before it 
happened, he was able to block it enough that at least it didn’t kill you 
right then and there.” 

“You mean, you think it still might?” Kahlan asked. 

“We can cure you both of it,” Zedd assured her when he saw the 
look on her face. “But not here.” 

“You need to know the truth of how serious it still is,” Nicci said 
with brutal honesty. “You both carry death within you. You need to 
know that if we don’t get death’s touch out of you, you both will die. 
We can do that, but only in a containment field.” 

“The Garden of Life,” Kahlan suggested. 

Zedd and Nicci both smiled as they nodded. 

Kahlan was relieved that at least they had a solution. She could see 
why they were eager to get back to the palace. Now, she was eager as 
well. 

“Lord Rahl,” one of the men of the First File called out as he ran up 
to them. “There are stables here.” He pointed off to a building beyond 
the shade of some oaks. “It looks like a few of the horses are gone, but 


there are still others, and there is a carriage as well.” 

Zedd heaved a sigh of relief. “Good. That will help get us back 
quicker—and save their strength. We need to leave at once.” 

“Did you find the abbot?” Richard asked Nicci. 

She shook her head. “It looks like he’s gone. I would guess that he’s 
been gone for a while, now.” 

“He’s probably the one who took the horses,” the soldier said. 

Richard’s jaw clenched. “We need to go after him.” 

“No, we don’t need to go after him,” Nicci said in the kind of voice 
that prevented even Richard from thinking about arguing. She swept a 
finger around at everyone there. “And neither do any of these men. I 
want them all with us. I want as much protection as possible.” 

“T agree,” Cara said. “They all stay with us.” 

Kahlan sensed something else was wrong. Despite their having just 
won a battle, there was a shadow of something over the assembled 
group. Kahlan didn’t know what it could be. She thought Cara’s voice, 
especially, sounded a bit somber. 

Nicci nodded her agreement. “You know what happened the last 
time we were attacked. We had more men, then, and we were still 
overrun and taken captive. We can’t let that happen again. Being in 
the hands of those half people once was one too many times.” 

“Half people?” Kahlan said. 

Everyone ignored the question. 

“Its more important to get you both back to the palace right away,” 
Zedd said, more diplomatically. “Kahlan’s life is more important than 
going after Abbot Dreier.” 

Kahlan could still read the concern in Zedd’s voice. At the mention 
of the importance of Kahlan’s well-being, she could see the tension go 
out of Richard’s muscles as he let his anger over Ludwig Dreier go. Up 
until that point, he had been in a fighting mood. 

“Yowre right,” he said, his voice considerably quieter. “We’ll have 
to deal with Abbot Dreier, Hannis Arc, and the spirit king later, after 
Kahlan and I are healed.” 

“Spirit king?” Kahlan asked. 

“Long story for later,” he said, not looking at her. 

In his voice, she could sense the same deadly weight of the poison 
that she felt in herself. She knew that Zedd and Nicci weren’t being 
extra cautious. She knew that the situation was serious, and they 
needed to get back to the palace right away. 

“You can get this out of us, right?” she asked as she looked back 
and forth between Zedd and Nicci. “The truth.” 

“The truth?” Nicci asked. “I think so.” 

“But you aren’t sure,” Kahlan said as she tipped her head toward 
the sorceress. 


Nicci smiled, brightening her beautiful face just a bit, although not 
as much as Kahlan would have liked. “I believe we can, Kahlan. That’s 
the truth. But we need to get you to the Garden of Life if we are to 
have a chance. Such magic as this requires can only be done in a 
containment field.” 

Kahlan didn’t like the sound of that, but she was glad that she and 
Richard were in the hands of the best. There was no one other than 
Zedd and Nicci she would rather have healing them. 

Richard sighed. “I suppose the omen machine will be pleased to 
have me back and I’m sure it will have a lot to say about all this,” he 
said half to himself as he finally sheathed his sword. “It did, after all, 
give me the key to saving Kahlan from the Hedge Maid, so it seems 
like it knows something about what’s going on. I need to find out 
what it knows.” He let out another sigh. “At least, before I have to end 
prophecy.” 

Zedd leaned in, his bushy white eyebrows drawing together. “End 
prophecy? What are you talking about, my boy?” 

Richard waved dismissively. As he did, Kahlan saw a ring on his 
right hand that she had never seen before. “Long story for later,” he 
told his grandfather. 

The mysterious ring had a Grace on it. 

“Richard,” she said, reaching out and running a finger over the 
ancient symbol on the ring, “where did this come from?” 

Richard gave her the oddest look. “From a distant ancestor of 
yours.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

He waved off the question. “Part of the long story for later.” 

“If I survive this touch of death and live long enough. If I can even 
be cured of it.” 

Nicci laid a hand on Kahlan’s arm and smiled warmly. “I didn’t 
mean to frighten you. It’s serious, and I don’t want to fool you and say 
it’s not, but I’m confident that I can take care of it. You will both be 
fine.” 

Kahlan nodded, feeling a bit better, but still sensing the odd mood. 

“All right,” Richard said. “We need to see to that cure.” He turned 
to the soldiers. “Get the horses ready and let’s head back to the 
palace.” 

“Won't be too soon for me,” one of them said. “I’ve had enough of 
the Dark Lands to last me a lifetime.” 

“Pd have to agree with that,” Richard said as they started for the 
stables. 

“We’ll be home before you know it,” Zedd said with a reassuring 
smile back over his shoulder as he stepped out to lead the way for 
Richard and Kahlan. Kahlan thought the smile looked forced. 


“Richard,” Kahlan whispered as she leaned close to him, “What’s 
wrong with Cara? She looks ... I don’t know. She doesn’t look right. 
Something is wrong. What is it?” She glanced around at the soldiers of 
the First File. “And where’s Ben. Shouldn’t he be here?” 

Richard’s face paled. “We lost Ben.” 

Kahlan felt like the ground fell out from under her. She suddenly 
understood the uneasy, unspoken feeling she was picking up from 
everyone. 

“What?” 

Gaze downcast, Richard swallowed. “I tried ... we all tried. We 
couldn’t...” 

A lump rising in her throat, Kahlan turned and ran to Cara, taking 
hold of her arms to stop the woman. “Cara...” 

Looking into those blue eyes, Kahlan couldn’t speak past that lump 
in her throat. 

Cara nodded knowingly, her lip trembling just a little. She put her 
hand on the back of Kahlan’s head and pulled it against her shoulder. 

“He gave his life to protect us,” Cara said. “It was what he would 
have wanted. I’m proud of him.” 

“Me too,” Kahlan said through her tears. “Dear spirits, please 
protect him, now.” 


CHAPTER 
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Richard, off by himself, leaned back against the coarse face of a small 
outcropping of granite ledge, watching the small campfire in the 
distance. He could make out the shapes of the sleeping men. The light 
from the fire reflected up on a short, protective wall of rock nearby 
and up against the bottoms of the broad limbs of pines towering all 
around them. The smell of the fire’s smoke and the popping of the 
wood as it burned were comfortingly familiar—even if these woods, 
and this dark land, weren’t. 

The moon was hidden behind a thick overcast, but at least it had 
stopped raining. The cloud cover, though, made it the darkest of 
nights. Such nights were always disquieting. They always made him 
feel like he was being watched from the darkness. 

Richard was standing watch. Everyone, of course, had objected. 

He had overruled them. He wanted to be alone. 

Richard was relieved to be headed back to the People’s Palace at 
last, to say nothing of having Kahlan and most of his friends safe. He 
didn’t know what they were going to do about the spirit king that 
Hannis Arc had called back from the world of the dead. He didn’t 
know what they were going to do about the barrier to the third 
kingdom being down and all the half people and walking dead being 
loose. He didn’t know what Hannis Arc was up to, either, but he knew 
it couldn’t be anything good. 

And he certainly didn’t know how he was supposed to end 
prophecy. 

Maybe the omen machine, buried for millennia under the Garden of 
Life, would have an answer to that question. An odd thought, that. A 
machine devoted to prophecy maybe being able to tell him how to 
end its purpose for existing. 

Something told him, though, that Regula—as the omen machine 
was called—held the key to everything. As did his discovery of the 
message left for him, for fuer grissa ost drauka, back in the caves of 
Stroyza. 

It was all too much to be a coincidence. 

He supposed that after they got back, and Nicci and Zedd were 
finally able to heal him and Kahlan, he would have a chance to figure 


it out. He knew that in order to do that he would need to find the rest 
of the book Regula, the book about the omen machine that had long 
ago been hidden in the Temple of the Winds—hidden there back in 
the great war, in the time of Magda Searus and Wizard Merritt. Back 
when the barrier to the third kingdom had been built. 

Magda and Merritt had left him a ring to remind him of what was 
at stake. In the back of his mind, he couldn’t stop thinking about their 
message to him. 

One problem at a time, he told himself with a sigh, one problem at a 
time. Don’t think of the problem, think of the solution, Zedd would say. 

He reminded himself to think of the positives, of all that he had 
gained. 

They had Kahlan back and she was safe. He had managed to get 
Zedd and Nicci and most of the soldiers out of a prison guarded by the 
underworld itself. He supposed he had already gotten farther, and 
done more, than he would ever have thought he would be able to. 

He would just have to confront the rest of the problems in due 
course. Now that they were back together, he would have Zedd and 
Nicci to help, and at the palace there would be others with vast 
experience, such as Nathan, the prophet. 

Richard spotted Cara walking toward him in the near darkness. He 
stayed where he was leaning against the rock, watching her come. 

She finally slowed to a stop in front of him. 

“Lord Rahl, may I speak with you?” 

“Of course you can, Cara. You know that.” 

She nodded, not wanting to meet his gaze. 

“Lord Rahl, I have come to ask something of you.” 

He shrugged. “What would you like?” 

Her head finally came up. She looked into his eyes. “I would like to 
have my freedom.” 

Richard blinked. “Your freedom?” 

“That’s right. I have served you honorably. Now, in return for my 
service, I ask that you grant me my freedom.” 

“Cara, I can’t do that.” 

She lifted her chin. “May I ask why not?” 

“Because I don’t own you. You are already free. I’ve always told you 
that you and the rest of the Mord-Sith stay with me by your own 
choice. You are all free to walk away at any time. That’s what we 
fought the war about. I have no hold over you but your desire to 
stay.” 

She nodded with a brave look. “I know. But I am still Mord-Sith. As 
Mord-Sith, I ask to be released. I ask you to grant my request, grant 
me my freedom.” 

Richard watched her eyes for a very long time. He had to wait until 


he was sure his voice would not fail him. 

“Granted.” 

She nodded sadly and turned to leave, but stopped then and turned 
back. “And may I keep my Agiel? I would like to have it so that I may 
know when you have been healed and your gift is back. If I have the 
Agiel with me, then when I feel its power return, I will know that you 
are well again.” 

“Of course.” He gestured vaguely, his heartache making it difficult 
to speak. “Cara, I’m so sorry about Ben.” 

She nodded her appreciation. “They may have been trying to take 
his soul, but they in fact stole mine.” 

Richard wanted to do the impossible and make it right for her. 
Nothing could have made him sadder than knowing that there was no 
way he could. 

“T wish you would stay with Kahlan and me. We care about you. We 
love you.” 

She thought a moment. “I know you do. I will miss you both.” 

“Where are you going?” 

“T need to do some killing.” 

Richard had thought as much. He had a thousand arguments. He 
showed his profound respect for her by not putting words to any of 
them. 

“T understand.” 

She swallowed. “Thank you, Lord Rahl.” 

Again, when she turned to leave, he called her name. 

“Cara, please, would you let me hold you for just a moment before I 
let you go?” 

She at last smiled as she returned and slipped her arms around him, 
and he around her, as she laid her head against his chest. He tenderly 
put his hand to the back of her head and held her, wishing there were 
words, but there were none. 

When she finally separated from him, Kahlan was standing there. 
Without saying anything, Kahlan took Cara into her arms, hugging her 
silently for a long moment. 

“He was a dear, dear man, Cara, and he will be greatly missed,” 
Kahlan whispered in a broken voice when they separated. 

“Thank you, Mother Confessor.” She took a hand of each, then. 
“You both have been the greatest thing in my life, other than my brass 
buttons ... Ben. I love you both.” 

She released their hands and wiped the tears from her eyes, then 
wiped her palms on her hips. “It will be light soon. Get an early start. 
I want both of you to get back to the palace so you can be healed.” 
She smiled. “Maybe I will see you again. You never know.” 

“Your home is with us,” Richard said. “It will always be waiting for 


you.” 

“Thank you,” she said with a nod, and turned away. 

Kahlan leaned against Richard as they watched her walk away. 

“T love her too much to keep her from leaving,” Richard whispered, 
half to Kahlan and half to himself, his heart breaking as he watched 
her melting into the night. 

There were a thousand things he wanted to say to Cara. He loved 
her too much to say any of them. 

“T know,” Kahlan said, choked with tears. “Me too. Do you think 
she’ll be back?” 

“Anything is possible,” Richard said as he put his arm around 
Kahlan’s shoulders. 

“Do you think she’ll be safe by herself?” 

Richard had seen that Cara had a steel knife on one hip and the 
Shun-tuk stone knife for putting down the dead on the other. 

“Oh, I don’t think Cara is the one who needs to be worried.” 

Richard sighed and gazed down at Kahlan. 

“Well, it’s going to be light soon. I think we should get all of our 
gear collected, the horses saddled, and be on our way. The sooner we 
get to the palace, the sooner Zedd and Nicci will be done meddling 
with us.” 

He saw a smile overcome her in spite of herself. 

“T would have to agree with that, Lord Rahl.” She hugged him then. 
“It will be good to get home.” 

“Cara will come home, too. I know she will.” 

Her beautiful green eyes turned to look up at him. 

“Promise?” 

Richard could only smile in answer. 
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